KNIGHT OF THE EAST AND WEST (17°)
THE INFLUENCE OF ADVERSITY ON SCOTTISH RITE FREEMASONRY
© Mark C. Phillips, 32°

The 17th Degree is a major turning point in Scottish Rite symbolism. For instance, it
reflects the major shift in the history of Western spiritual evolution. Discuss the major
changes in tradition which are introduced in this degree and their possible implications
and meaning for the student of spirituality.

Introduction

The Seventeenth Degree is an enlightening exercise for Freemasons who want to
search for their fraternal roots in antiquity,® but we might miss the inner light behind the
Degree if we focus only on the literal story that it provides.> The story involves a First
Century spiritual pilgrim who encounters Essenes and Gnostics in the desert somewhere
outside Jerusalem, and Brother Albert Pike’s lecture of the Seventeenth Degree explains
that they should be considered role models for righteous living.® But the Seventeenth
Degree is not about whether we should claim them as proto-Masons.* The Essenes and
Gnostics are featured in this Degree because they represent a fundamental shift both in
Scottish Rite Freemasonry and Western spirituality. 1f we are attuned to that shift, we
will recognize that the Seventeenth Degree is much more pivotal for us than we might
otherwise recognize.

The Essenes were a First Millennium Jewish sect that reportedly survived the
destruction of Herod’s Temple by folding themselves into Kabalistic Judaism. What the
Essenes were to First Millennium Judaism, the Gnostics were to First Millennium
Christianity.> Both groups were reputed for successfully integrating the mystical
knowledge of the Orient with Occidental religious practices. Freemasonry is equally
attracted to both groups,® and the candidate of the Seventeenth Degree relies on their
example to become a Knight of the East and West — one who is a practitioner of both
Eastern knowledge and Western practice.’

Yet, it is difficult for us to imitate the Essenes and Gnostics because, all historical
romanticism and wishful thinking aside, we know very little about them.® Whatever
records they maintained have been lost, or perhaps destroyed by malicious rivals.” The
qualities which we attribute to them - including their righteous living and their
intellectual curiosity — come principally from contemporaries like the Jewish historian
Josephus whose accuracy may be questionable.® A Freemason who ponders the Essenes
and Gnostics might therefore ask himself what he has in common with people who
essentially are strangers.

The answer lies in adversity. Like the Essenes and Gnostics, we can relate to the
problem of adversity, even if we do not understand it and want to avoid it.** Adversity is
a common phenomenon.*? It is distasteful and sometimes it can be downright ugly. But



we are called upon as men and as Freemasons to act responsibly whenever we are
subjected to adversity.*® Instead of blaming others when adversity strikes, we can use it
as a catalyst for improvement if we understand it is a way par excellence to define
ourselves and ensure our ongoing survival:

For an interpretation of human existence that emphasizes historicity,
matters of this sort are obviously important. Our ability to take
responsibility for ourselves — that is, to act in ways that maintain and
enhance our historicity — depends upon our possessing both (a) knowledge
of the world within which we live, of ourselves as actors in this world, and
of the problems and the possibilities which confront us, and (b) motivation
to live and act responsibly, even though we encounter formidable
difficulties.**

The key to the Seventeenth Degree is whether and how we can learn from the
Essenes and Gnostics some lessons about how to survive when adversity strikes. The
Essenes and Gnostics were no strangers to adversity.> The Essenes reportedly merged
into the Cabbala movement when mainstream Judaism was suddenly disrupted by the
Diaspora.’® The Gnostics reportedly went underground, where they later possibly
influenced such medieval movements as Templarism, when they were suppressed by the
mainstream Christian Church.” The Essenes and Gnostics may have disappeared in their
original form, but their reputation and influence continue today because they learned how
to survive adversity threatened their existence.

The Seventeenth Degree is not about whether we should literally imitate some
obscure groups that disappeared in the mists of history.® The challenge is much more
personal: how do we choose to struggle for survival when adversity threatens our
existence? American Freemasons are certainly no stranger to epic adversities, having
endured and survived the Morgan Affair*® and later the internecine horrors of the Civil
War, which pitted Union blue against Confederate butternut gray.?’ But these adversities
were directed at the fraternity collectively. There also are adversities that affect us as
indivioyfals, and they may be more insidious because they tend to be overlooked more
easily.

I can relate to this. My life changed abruptly in my early twenties when my mom
died and | was forced to stumble into adulthood haphazardly without her guidance. But I
managed to do it, eventually becoming a husband, dad and working professional. The
underlying lesson of the Seventeenth Degree is the same both for me and for the
Fraternity: at some point we must leave behind a dependent sense of simplicity and
choose to live responsibly in a very complicated world.*

The Seventeenth Degree also represents a turning point in Scottish Rite
Freemasonry as we shift from temple-rich imagery to temple-free desperation. In
addition, it represents a turning point in Western spirituality as pilgrimages shifted from
physical travels to introspective explorations of the soul. What we might learn from the
Essenes and Gnostics is that we may overcome adversity and improve ourselves, if we



view adversity as a welcome opportunity for catalytic change. In the process, we hope to
become more spiritually mature, which entails being receptive to all that is good and true,
no matter how they present themselves in the world around us.?®

A Turning Point in Scottish Rite Freemasonry

The Seventeenth Degree represents a significant turning point in Scottish Rite
Freemasonry. It is a radical departure from all the Masonic degrees that precede it, both
in terms of temple imagery and the virtues which that imagery imparts. It also serves as a
portent of upcoming degrees where the temple is conspicuously absent due to intervening
adversity.

Our Masonic journey began formally within the Blue Lodge, where adversity
abounded in all three degrees.?* Each degree taught us how adversity was associated
with the construction of Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem.” As an Entered Apprentice,
we were greeted upon the point of a sharp instrument before being allowed to pass
symbolically into the Temple between the twin columns of Boaz and Jachin. As a
Fellowcraft, we learned more about penalties and cable tows as we wound our way
upward to a place intended to represent the Middle Chamber of the Temple. As a Master
Mason, we approached the South, West and East gates of the Temple, were felled by a
setting maul, and finally rested at the brow of a hill near Mount Moriah in Jerusalem.
The violence associated with these symbolic incidents meant little unless we learned that
the importance of undergoing adversity allowed us to obtain such Masonic benefits as
light, wages and the Ineffable Word.?

We learned within the Blue Lodge, therefore, that embracing adversity was a
prerequisite as we strived to embrace the ultimate Masonic prize: an intimate knowledge
of Deity and all which that connotes.?’ There was an ongoing need to be physically
active as we proceeded from station to station in an effort to overcome adversity, learn
important principles and obligate ourselves anew.”® There was little time for
introspection or to marvel at the beauteous backdrop of Solomon’s Temple, which some
consider one of the Wonders of the Ancient World.?® We paused briefly for prayer and
then we began moving again. It was only when we sat and listened to a lecture or
received a charge that there was an opportunity to ponder and reflect.*

A similar emphasis on physical activity continued in the Fourth through
Fourteenth Degrees of the Scottish Rite. These eleven degrees comprise the Lodge of
Perfection and they picked up the Hiramic legend where it left off at the conclusion of the
Third Degree. Against the majestic settings of Solomon’s Temple, we learned to dry our
tears over the premature death of the Grand Master and sought out his murderers. We
rushed to protect King Solomon from what we perceived to be an unwarranted attack by
Hiram of Tyre. We dug downward into ancient ruins, and we travelled laterally beneath
subterranean arches. There was no time to stop and reflect, for we were consumed in the
diligent performance of our duty despite ongoing adversity.®* In the journey to become a
perfect élu and encounter the wonders of the Royal Arch, we also learned the importance
of preserving the Lost Word despite adversity:



To stem the strong current of adversity, to advance despite all obstacles, to
snatch victory from the jealous grasp of fortune, to become a leader
among men, to rise to rank and power by eloquence, courage, study,
perseverance, energy and activity; not to be discouraged by reverses,
impatient over delays, or deterred by hazards: that to be virtuous, to
subjugate men by intellect, and to lead such a life as will encourage men
to succeed, to prosper, to thrive, and to live above reproach — all of which
means a battle well fought, a victory worthy of the greatest general — is the
true life every Mason should live.*

Hence, there were two consistent motifs throughout the Blue Lodge and the
Lodge of Perfection. One motif was adversity, which served as a catalyst to self-
improvement so long as we stayed active and kept moving toward our ultimate goal. The
other motif was the majestic Temple, which was analoguous to a permanent, immovable
jewel and source of Masonic light.®* But while adversity remains a constant throughout
life, the temple motif was more transitory and less permanent, and therein lies the shift
within Scottish Rite Freemasonry.

At first glance, the temple motif seemed as eternal as any other, for the tabernacle
had stood in the desert for 450 years and Solomon’s Temple stood in Jerusalem for 400
years after that,** and all the historical events which were represented allegorically in the
First through Fourteenth Degrees occurred exclusively during the idyllic four centuries of
Solomon’s Temple. Despite all the adversity we endured while advancing through these
degrees, we managed to do so because we had the reassuring presence of the Temple,
wherein resided the instructing Shekinah of Deity®® and all the myriad lessons,
ornamentations, and symbols associated with that grand edifice.*®

Just when we had achieved our Masonic (and celestial) goal of discovering and
pronouncing the Ineffable Name of Deity at the conclusion of the Lodge of Perfection,
adversity suddenly struck again. Everything that we had gained seemed to evaporate.
The Temple story is our story, and what we learned (and then lost) in the Lodge of
Perfection was in direct proportion to the existence (and subsequent destruction) of the
Temple.

This truth became painfully apparent historically when the great Chaldean general
Nebuchadnezzar sacked Jerusalem and leveled the Temple in 586 BCE as part of his
empire-building plan. He took the royal family and many of the leading citizens of Judea
away into seven decades of captivity. The loss of the Temple also meant loss of access to
the Ineffable Word,*” and the loss of Jerusalem meant the end of the Davidic dynasty.*
This was a watershed moment in Judean life,®® and the Babylonian Captivity was so
traumatic that Jewish history has since been divided into pre-exilic and post-exilic
periods.*°

This rupture coincided with the transition from the Lodge of Perfection to the
Chapter Rose Croix. There was a 70-year gap in Judean life while Solomon’s Temple lay



in ruins, which corresponds to a gap between the conclusion of the Fourteenth Degree
and the commencement of the Fifteenth Degree. The Babylonian Captivity was ending
as the Fifteenth Degree began to unfold, as we learned that Joshua, Zerubbabel and other
expended great physical exertion to return from Babylon with the resolve to rebuild the
shattered remnants of what they had lost. Their story taught us that adversity can propel
us to accomplish more than we might otherwise ever dream:

Usually, it’s not our triumphs but our tragedies that most profoundly shape
our character. In times of disaster we are forced to look within ourselves
and take stock of our beliefs. We reassess our priorities. We reach out to
our neighbors and link arms with our brothers and sisters. We resolve to
meet the future in a deeper commitment to the things that truly matter —
our core values. Our victories may be invigorating, bur our tragedies can
be transforming. [f] Such was the case for ancient Judah.*

Zerubbabel faced adversity from Samaritans and jealous local leaders; he could
have given up but instead he returned to Babylon to verify from King Darius directly that
Cyrus the Great had decreed the rebuilding of the Temple. This story, brimming over
with conflict and seeming hopelessness at times, was recounted vividly in the Fifteenth
and Sixteenth Degrees. Thus we witness the beginnings of the post-exilic era in the first
two degrees of the Chapter Rose Croix as the Second Temple was built both literally and
figuratively on the foundations of Solomon’s glory.*

That was a magnificent story, but it did not end there. Zerubbabel’s Temple stood
for 500 years as an edifice that was physically impregnable but nonetheless was
desecrated spiritually several time by Gentile hordes.” Then came the Roman
occupation, and the Temple was enhanced (some say completely rebuilt) into an edifice
of “immense opulence” by King Herod in a carefully calculated effort to bolster Jewish
prestige during an especially critical ebb in national hubris.** Surely, one would think,
this should reflect a high point of Jewish pride in the Temple.*> And yet curiously, no
Scottish Rite degrees cover this august moment, not since Zerubbabel achieved his nearly
miraculous success centuries earlier.

Because the Temple had existed in one form or another for a millennium, the
Jewish people initially were not overly concerned when Titus® Roman legionnaires
leveled Herod’s Temple as part of their sacking Jerusalem in 70 CE.** The Temple
would be re-built and its central place in Judean life would be restored, or so they
thought, in order to fulfill the Jewish prophet Daniel’s predictions that a temple must
stand in Jerusalem before Deity could usher in the Final Tribulation.*” However, there
was a key distinction behind the motivation for destroying Solomon’s Temple in 586
BCE and the motivation for destroying Herod’s Temple in 70 CE. Nebuchadnezzar’s
actions were done for purely political reasons, as part of a typical conquest by a
neighboring nations in the ancient Mideastern tradition. In contrast, Titus’s actions were
intentionally genocidal and were conducted to eliminate Judaism permanently.”® The
Judean people managed to maintain a form of temple worship for another 65 years after
Titus’s conquest, but finally everything was shut down when the Romans returned to



crush the Bar Cochba Revolt in 135 CE.*® At that point, the vindictive Romans propelled
the remaining Jews into a worldwide Diaspora.*

Cue the Seventeenth Degree of Scottish Rite Freemasonry. Although it does not
make any explicit reference to Herod’s Temple having been destroyed, this is the first
time since the candidate passed between the pillars in the First Degree that no temple is
featured somehow in a Masonic degree. Further, Brother Charles McClenachan wrote in
his influential version of the Seventeenth Degree ritual that the Ineffable Word had again
become lost.>* This can only be possible if there were no longer a Sanctum Sanctorum or
Chief Priest to pronounce aloud the Sacred Name of Deity.>* This is a stark deviation
from all preceding Masonic degrees, and it could be possible only by the incurable
absence of the Temple.

This is the epitome of adversity, both temporal and spiritual. The Seventeenth
Degree represents a major shift in Freemasonry because it alludes not only to the loss of
the Temple but also explains the Diaspora as an Exodus out of the Promised Land that
mirrored the intensity of Judaism’s original Exodus into the Promised Land.>® With the
destruction of the Temple and the loss of the Ineffable Word, there was no longer any
guaranteed sense of spiritual security or stability for either the devout believer or the
sincere Freemason. Not only was the Temple gone, but there no longer was either a royal
figure like Solomon or a Messianic figure like Zerubbabel. As Knights of the East and
West, we wander like the ancient survivors of that calamity, not knowing what the future
may bring. But, like them, we are not left without resources. We treasure our memories
of the sacred knowledge we gained in the Temple. Until such time as a physical Temple
is rebuilt to fulfill Daniel’s apocalyptic prophecies, we find solace in the quiet sanctity
that we strive to inculcate within our hearts.>*

The significance of the Seventeenth Degree may be overlooked because it is
sandwiched between other notable degrees. But its poignant story and its compelling
lesson are essential to a complete understanding of how to live an authentic Masonic life.
No longer can we rush from station to station as an embodiment of physical activity in do
good and battle evil, and as we strive to overcome adversity despite seemingly hopeless
odds. Instead, we now must look inward, become more introspective and contemplative,
and construct a spiritualized temple because we have no one to rely on anymore. All the
lessons that we learned in preceding degrees now come into play as we endeavor to
create a brave new world that is very unpredictable, potentially unnerving and hopefully
thrilling.

A Turning Point in Western Spirituality

By implying that someone must travel out into the desert for spiritual
enlightenment, the Seventeenth Degree also reveals how Western spirituality evolved
drastically in the early First Millennium CE. This reality was thrust, first, upon the
Judean community when the continuity and steady familiarity that had been linked
intimately with the Temple for centuries was suddenly wrenched away forever by the
Roman destroyers.”® Before the City and the Temple were destroyed, mainstream



Judaism had consisted of several principal groups, namely Sadducees, Pharisees and
Essenes. The Sadducees, who comprised the priestly and aristocratic ruling class, were
swept away with the upheaval.®® Nothing was left of them, for the loss of both the Holy
City and the Temple meant the loss of the Jewish national identity and, with it, any
opportunity for self-rule.>” The people were truly on their own now, without the benefit
either of Deity or a human ruler.”®

No longer did Judeans have any reason to state with literal expectation: “next year
in Jerusalem.” Jewish pilgrimages to Jerusalem had been frequent and enthusiastic up
until the beginning of the Jewish Civil War in 66 CE. They now were reduced to the
status of furtive tourists if they chose to enter Jerusalem at all.>® Believers stayed away
from the ravaged Temple Mount for fear that they might tread inadvertently on the floor
of the Sanctum Sanctorum.®® The surviving Pharisees turned to rabbinical and synagogue
life,®* but that failed to satisfy the deeper mystical leanings of those Jews who now
delved into the Cabbala as a way to encounter Deity now that the Sanctum Sanctorum
was gone.® This marked a major shift in Western spirituality: replacing Temple worship
with rabbinical synagogue life and the mysticism of the Cabbala.

There were similar struggles within an emerging First Century Jewish sect whose
members were first called “Christians” by their critics.®® They likewise lost access to the
Temple, where they had gathered frequently in the early days of their existence.** The
Ebionite faction of Christianity stubbornly stayed behind in Jerusalem,® but others went
out into the Diaspora to seek spiritual enlightenment in the aftermath of the Temple’s
destruction.®® Some of these primitive Christians found their way into the Egyptian
desert by the Third Century CE, where they developed hermetical and coenobitical
communities.’”  Unlike the intellectual and speculative emphasis of the Cabbala,
Christian mysticism was intensely ascetical and experiential.®® The example of the desert
fathers encouraged early Christian leaders like Augustine of Hippo and Benedict of
Nursia to model the church on similar monastic/ascetic principles of spiritual temple-
building.®® That is another major shift in Western spirituality and a legacy which remains
an essential part of mainstream Christianity today. "

A third major shift in Western spirituality was a refined understanding of
pilgrimages. What the Judeo-Christian survivors shared in common was that they had
lost a profound part of their spiritual heritage, their alma mater, when Jerusalem and the
Temple were destroyed. They were compelled to embrace a spiritual Diaspora that was
in many respects more intense than the historical one.” They were compelled to wander
the earth in search of alternative sources of spiritual learning. They may have
encountered Essenes, Gnostics or other repositories of the ancient mysteries. But they
were successful only when they learned to look within themselves to forge their spiritual
destinies.

The English term “pilgrim” derives from the Latin term peregrinus and Italian
term pelegrino, which commonly are translated as one who visits holy places out of a
principled sense of devotion. Unlike a “palmer,” who travels repeatedly from shrine to
shrine to perform acts of charity, a pilgrim only visits a shrine once and then returns



home to live off the piety that he or she achieved from the visit.”> Because the process to
self-maturation is an incremental evolution that can take a lifetime to achieve, some have
compared our life to a journey. The word “journey” usually connotes nothing more
purposeful than a deliberate move from a beginning to a destination, i.e., from birth to
death.” But calling life a pilgrimage may be more appropriate. “Pilgrimage” connotes a
more nuanced experience of life that includes wisdom, perspective and a gradual
transformation of one’s self into a better person.”* Like a spiritual pilgrimage of old, a
Masonic pilgrimage is a process of moving from East to West, and then back to the East
again, and by searching proactively for the truth, not sitting back in a receptive mode.”

Our appreciation for pilgrimages deepens when we realize that anyone can
embark upon a journey, whereas a pilgrimage is very personal and individualized. It
entails a sense of privation and struggle, whether physical, mental, emotional or spiritual,
that the pilgrim must agree to accept at the outset.”® A pilgrimage consists of three
essential elements: an initial experience of separation (leaving what is known and
familiar), an ongoing series of transitions (having learning moments along the way
toward an intended destination), and finally a spirit of incorporation (arrival at the desired
spot).”” Hence, it seems more appropriate to refer to the maturation process as a
pilgrimage than as a mere journey.

Before the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, great emphasis was placed
religiously on physical activity and external compliance with spiritual rules. That
emphasis changed dramatically when physical pilgrimages to the Temple were replaced
by necessity with introspective pilgrimages of the spirit. Western spirituality was
transformed insofar as religion became less sensory and more other-worldly. This
transformation extended throughout the region as the cultic prostitution of Mesopotamia
was replaced with new sensibilities” and the animal sacrifices of Jerusalem were
replaced with Neo-Platonic musings.” Deity was no longer viewed anthropomorphically,
but more as the Unmoved Mover of the philosophers.®

These transitions in Western spirituality helped to inspire a new reception place
for the indwelling Deity as our religious forebears learned to become spiritual temples
within themselves.®* A millennium later, European knights embarked upon a series of
militaristic pilgrimages to restore the Holy Sepulcher into Christian hands, but such
pilgrimages did not represent a return to the older, sensory forms of religious expression.
The Crusades were as much about the acquisition of geopolitical financial gain as they
were a pious response to Papal mandates.®? Similarly, medieval Christians traveled to
view saintly relics,®® sacred wells®* and exotic locations like Santiago de Compostela,®
but such journeys were considered successful only to the extent that they fostered
personal sanctity.®

In summary, the Judean wanderer in the Seventeenth Degree could be any one of
us in the modern world. He represents a spiritual Everyman as we all struggle to
overcome adversity and redefine ourselves from within. We are invited to walk with
him, sort out the truths that we learn along the way, and remain ever vigilant in seeking



the ultimate Truth that allows us to serve others with greater confidence and self-
assurance.

The Relationship of Essenes and Gnostics to the Seventeenth Degree

As with other haut degrees which evolved from fertile Eighteenth Century
imaginations, the Seventeenth Degree (Chevalier d’Orient et d’Occident) arguably
originated as part of the Chevalier Ramsey’s Templar degrees. Masonic tradition states
that some Masonic brethren lingered in Jerusalem after the destruction of Solomon’s
Temple (viz., Knights of the East) and they united with 11 Templar knights who
professed their allegiance to the Patriarch of Jerusalem (viz., Knights of the West). The
result was purportedly a combined brotherhood that dates from circa 1118 CE.%’

However, it seems reasonable to suppose that the Degree derives from the
Eighteenth Century and no earlier. “East” and “West” are nuanced terms in Freemasonry,
and Freemasons may comprehend the allegorical meaning of one rising in the east and
spreading to the west (viz., “And behind the glory of the God of Israel came from the
way of the East.”)®® Although the historical Knights of the East and West purportedly
were entrusted with transmitting ancient truths to Western Europe,®® it is more likely that
the Seventeenth Degree was inspired by Rosicrucians than by Essenes and Gnostics.”

Some Masonic romanticists like to think that the Essenes and Gnostics were
proto-Masons who had helped to build Solomon’s Temple and remained in Judea to
preserve the arcane knowledge associated with temple-building.”* Yet others opine that
Masonic reliance on the Essenes and Gnostics is misleading because Freemasonry is the
real repository of the pure knowledge of the ancient adepts:

Drop the theological barnacles from the Religion of Jesus, as taught by
Him, and by the Essenes and Gnostics of the first centuries, and it
becomes Masonry. Masonry with purity, derived as it is from the old
Hebrew Kaballah as part of the Great Universal Wisdom-Religion of
remotest Antiquity, stands squarely for the Unqualified and Universal
Brotherhood of Men, in all time and in every age.*

Brother Arthur Waite dares to disrupt the reverential awe that some Freemasons
have for the Essenes and Gnostics by commenting that many of the purported
connections between them were developed during “an age of archaeological romance.”*
Masonic rituals describe them as Messianic adherents, celibate, iconoclasts, healers,
holders of everything in common.** However, we have very little accurate information
about the Essenes,” other than that they reportedly were a Jewish community located
along the Dead Sea from the Second Century BCE to the First Century CE.% Because of
their geographical location to Qumran, some modern scholars have searched the Dead
Sea Scrolls for contemporary information about them.®” Their findings have resulted in
mixed opinions within the academic community.



Our lack of conclusive information about the Essenes is due to their having left no
known written records. The only contemporary accounts about them that have survived
come from Pliny the Younger, Philo and Josephus,® whose veracity is less than
wholesome. Pliny, who was Roman, had no direct encounters with the Essenes and he
drew his account exclusively from Philo and Josephus. Most historians discount the
authenticity of Philo’s account, which casts doubts on Pliny’s reliance on him.
Authorities are divided on the credibility of Josephus’ account. Some think that he
invented his descriptions of the Essenes. Others see no reason for Josephus to have
praised them so enthusiastically since he was a rival Pharisee.”® Some opine that
Josephus waxed prosaically about them simply because he wanted to impress his Roman
masters with Jewish sages associated with the mystical East.'® There are, therefore,
many conjectures about how and to what extent Josephus’ account should be used.'%*

Josephus wrote more about the Essenes than about other Jewish groups, but he
never explained why the Essenes so fascinated him.? Perhaps this is due to the
disappearance of the Sadducees and Pharisees after the destruction of Herod’s Temple;
this would have left only the Essenes as capable of preserving the Abrahamic
covenant.® It admittedly is speculation, but some scholars postulate that the Essenes
may have descended from the Kasideans, who were a Jewish charitable group that
advocated a peaceful and ardent zeal for maintaining the ritual purity, and that when the
Essenes later disappeared during the Diaspora, they merged with Hillelite Pharisees.*®

To the extent that the Essenes are supposed to have been a mystery school in the
ancient tradition, they would have been initiatory and a closed community.'®
Reportedly, they relied on each other for fraternal support, they wore modest white
garments, and they taught metaphysical principles through the initiatory process.’® They
reportedly did not participate in rites at Herod’s Temple because they considered that
Deity dwelt within them already.’®” But it is unclear whether they really were the
practitioners of pure religion that they are made out to be.*®®

What the Essenes were to ancient Judaism, the Gnostics were to ancient
Christianity’® — and the Gnostic are of intense interest to Freemasonry for similar
reasons.”'® “Gnosis” is a term that means divine knowledge based on initiation and
personal wisdom.™ The Gnostics of First Century Palestine frequently were associated
with Simon Magus, who is reputed to have ridiculed religious dogmas and rational
morality and encouraged capacious knowledge and understandings beyond the scope of
average persons.™> While their desire for esoteric learning was viewed pejoratively by a
Christian community that was already splintering internally, they reportedly were very
cultured and very zealous, and they endeavored to formulate Christianity as a universal
philosophy.**®  Some scholars consider them to be the earliest and most authentic
interpreters of the Christian message before they disappeared (some say that they were
suppressed) in the Fifth Century CE.**

Gnostics are often portrayed today as illuminati with Freemasonry as their

medium to the modern world.**® But Gnosticism’s influence on world history and
Freemasonry is perhaps overstated. Their intellectual interests may have been eclectic;
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their goal apparently was not the attainment of “gnosis” for its own sake, but as the
beginning of a path toward Deity.'*® The profusion of Gnostic-inspired symbols
(including lions and serpents) in medieval Christian churches arguably was inspired more
by medieval love of mysticism than by Gnostics as proto-masons.**’ Some New Age
movements have attributed their origins to Gnosticism because of the emphasis that it
placed on understanding self and the search for divine potential, but there is little-to-no
documented basis to assert a direct connection.**®

Notwithstanding our general lack of knowledge about the Essenes and Gnostics,
our enthusiasm for what we imagine about them is reflected extensive throughout the
Seventeenth Degree. In Brother Pike’s revised ritual, the Master was caused to represent
John the Baptist, a purported Essene.**® He opened the Degree by asking various officers
the duty of a Knight of the East and West, and was told various answers: (1) to work, to
reflect and to pray; (2) to hope, to trust and to believe; (3) to be vigilant because the bad,
the base and the selfish gain no admittance into the ranks of the Faithful; (4) to learn the
truths that lie hidden in allegories; (5) to revere God and love men, to be just and
humane, to be true to all men; (6) to bear persecution with patience, and affliction with
resignation, to despise Death and to minister to the wants of our brethren; and (7) to
preach the Truth in the desert of Human Life, to proclaim the coming of the New Law, to
instruct and to baptize the accepted candidate, to judge with justice, and to expound in its
true sense the old law.*?

The brethren then divested themselves of their jewels and regalia, and appeared
only in white robes — intended to represent the garb of Essenes — in preparation to receive
the candidate.”® The candidate was depicted as a weary traveler who had crossed the
Judean desert along the shore of the Dead Sea in his search for light after studying Greek
and Egyptian philosophy, the Mosaic Law and the Cabal.'?* He was “uninfluenced by
curiosity, or the desire of worldly advantage, or any base, low or unworthy motive, and as
an honest and earnest seeker after Truth.”*#®

Upon his reception, the candidate circumambulated the room seven times, hearing
each time a verse from the Biblical Book of Revelation.*** The candidate then washed
his hands and knelt to be consecrated in the service of Truth by having a small amount of
perfumed water poured over his head.** His arm was lanced to draw some blood as a
symbolic commitment to sacrifice his life for his brethren.!?® After being obligated,
certain body parts were anointed with oil so that the candidate may be dedicated to the
Good.'?” (Water, blood and oil were all physical items associated with lustration,
purgation and anointing ceremonies that some have linked to the Essenes.'?®) Amidst
dramatic organ music and a brief pageant intended to represent the opening of the great
sealed book of the apocalyptic struggle between Ultimate Good and Ultimate Evil, a Tau
cross was marked upon his forehead to signify him as a servant of Deity.’?® (This
invokes images of Daniel’s prophecies of the Final Tribulation facing humanity.**)

Brother Pike’s lecture of this degree is long and worthy of extended study. Of

note, he commented upon the historical merger of Christian revelation with Neo-Platonic
philosophy in the First through Fourth Centuries CE that produced a form of Christian
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Gnosticism which enlightens the minds of true élus.** Therein lies for Brother Pike the
roots of proto-Masonry; Essenes and Gnostics represented for him the true seekers of
light who looked beyond Biblical parables, Oriental schools and mystery cults to discern
the deeper meanings of the Ultimate Truth which is a direct understanding of Deity.'*
Brother Pike would have us emulate them because their ancient wisdom now resides in
Freemasonry, which is a repository of all the old religions that have passed away.**

Like the Essenes and Gnostics who passed away due to adversity, so too the
ancient religions have passed away due to adversity and their message would be lost to us
today if it were not for Freemasonry. The analogy thus becomes clear between Essenes
and Gnostics on one hand, and Freemasonry’s preserving mission on the other. Brother
Pike was not talking about the Essenes and Gnostics so that we would learn about them in
their historical sense. He wrote about them because they were a medium to the message,
which is that we can endure adversity and survive into eternity through our faithful
adherence to the principles of Freemasonry.

Conclusion

Albert Pike was no stranger to adversity. His life was a study in coping with
adversity, from his youthful travels to his war exploits, and from his family
circumstances to his later years living in Washington, D.C. Based on those experiences,
he stated matter-of-factly and without any hint of self-aggrandizement: Secunda felices,
adversa magnos probant (“Prosperity tests the fortunate, adversity the great.”).

As with all things Masonic, Brother Pike did not write the Seventeenth Degree to
teach us about old religious groups who have been relegated to wishful revisionist
history. The Essenes and Gnostics were popular romanticized subjects for Nineteenth
Century Victorians,*** including Theosophists who saw themselves as a creative counter-
balance to the intellectualism that emanated from the Age of Enlightenment.’®* Brother
Pike selected the Essenes and Gnostics as an allegory which was familiar to his
contemporaries, to teach us that there is hope in the face of adversity and that eternal
truths will survive regardless of opposition. Speaking of the need to cling to Masonic
duty, he once wrote:

Whether the Stars of Honour, Reputation and Reward do or do not shine,
in the light of day, or in the darkness of the night of trouble and adversity,
in calm or storm, that unerring magnet still shows him the true course to
steer, and indicating with certainty whereaway lies the port, which not to
reach involves shipwreck and dishonour.*3

A study of the Essenes and Gnostics might attract the more esoterically-inclined
members of the Craft, but our challenge is how to communicate the eternal messages of
Freemasonry in meaningful ways for today’s membership. We must find ways to make
the message more personal and experiential™>” and refrain from over-telling our personal
stories, for true Freemasons are not narcissists.*®® The message is simple: we learn from
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our adversity in order to live well, which in turn enables us to serve others well.*** And
that is a benefit which should never end, so long as there is adversity within our midst.
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