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What is  
Practical Freemasonry? 
 

An excerpt from Matt Gallagher’s book, Practical Freemasonry: Accessible Philoso-

phy for Working Class Schlubs. Publishing in October! 

 

I don’t think I’ve ever met a Mason who hasn’t, at some point, sat through a 
meeting or educational lecture and looked dazed and confused. But I don’t mean 
confused in the way that they don’t understand what the speaker is saying. We’re all 
pretty smart. It takes a pretty esoteric paper to be indecipherable to the average 
Mason. Most times the confusion I see is of wondering what any of what is being 
said has to do with us. 
 
My personal eye-opener was when a brother, a past master, gave a paper on Alche-
my, Apollo, the Sun, and the Phallus. 
 
I mean…what?  
 
Let me be clear. It may have been very good, very interesting information. I may 
have even thought it was well-delivered, if I was listening, but I wasn’t because from 
the moment he uttered the words alchemy, Apollo, Sun, and phallus, I leaned for-
ward in my mind to listen for what this has to do with me, and I did not hear it in the 
next line.  
 
At that point I slipped into gnosis, or an altered state, in which I was no longer pre-
sent in that room, but rather floating away into a world of my own making, which 
looked eerily like the dining room downstairs where Dave was making his famous 
spaghetti. 
 
So, if you’re reading this book to learn what d**ks have to do with alchemy, I’m sor-
ry to say, I didn’t catch it.  

 

The Three Levels of Understanding 
Most Masonic symbolism can be understood on three distinct levels: the Axiomatic, 
the Practical, and the Esoteric.  
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An axiomatic understanding of a symbol is what it tells you on the surface, 
and which can most conveniently be boiled down to common sayings.  
 
The 24-inch Gauge, for instance, some may say can be restated as “early to 
bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise,” because on the 
surface the Gauge is talking about time management. The Plumb is “walk tall” 
and the Square is “always deal square with people,” and so forth.  
 
These are valuable understandings because they’re easy to internalize and 
easy to communicate. If anyone ever asks you for an elevator-speech run-
down of Masonic philosophy, telling them we use symbols to impart valuable 
lessons on smoothing out our rough edges, and treating everyone fairly and 
equally, is a fairly good, rather appealing starting-point. 
 
The problem is much lodge education never gets past this starting-point. The 
simplicity of axioms is a double-edged sword because they’ve got no real 
depth to them. The axiomatic lessons of our primary symbols, while re-
framed in an interesting, thematic way, are not really any different than the 
basic Occidental philosophies we’ve learned since we were kids. 
 
Be good. 
 
Okay. How? 
 
I don’t know. Just remember to be good when you’re doing something crud-
dy.  
 
I guess. Is it chili night? 
 
It’s so basic that once we’ve consumed the re-framing, the lessons sort of just 
fade into the background of our minds and cease to guide us any more than 
they did before we joined.  
 
Many Masons, seeing this problem and wanting to correct it, swing to the 
other side of the spectrum and dive into the deep end of esoterica. 
 
An esoteric understanding of symbolism is the 3-D chess of philosophy. This 
Masonic symbol doesn’t just mean X, but that X itself is a symbol for Y, and 
that even Y is an allusion to an ancient gnostic, suppressed concept of Z, 
which touches upon cross-culturally similar concepts of $, &, and @. 
 
First, let me say right off the bat that esotericism has a ton of educational 
value. It’s essentially philosophical archeology that exercises a creative mind, 
is fun in the right context, and can help a person connect different ideas that 
weave a tapestry of self-understanding that they can tear down from the 
wall, wrap themselves up, and warm themselves with on emotionally dark 
nights.  
 
I love esoterica.  
 
…but I’m not in love with esoterica because I’ve seen too many eyes roll back 
into too many heads to appreciate it as a mainstream educational option. It’s 
not. And that’s fine! That hipster attitude is part of its appeal.  
 
Between bumper sticker philosophy and the Dead Sea Scrolls, a Masonic edu-
cational experience can be extremely frustrating and, ultimately, off-putting. 
It’s really no wonder why so many Masons are just here for the food.  

Steal This Idea! 

The Meditation Box 
 

I binge-watched Lodge 49 recently and 

was especially drawn to one scene. In it, 

the Sovereign Protector of Lynx Lodge 

47 passed down to Dud, the main char-

acter and squire (their version of an 

Entered Apprentice) his Squire Kit he 

received in the 60s. It was a brilliant box 

full of fraternal knicknacks like pins, a 

lighter, booklets, etc. And I thought 

“what an amazing thing to get from 

your lodge.” 

Many Masonic lodges give out “feelies” 

to new brothers. Pins, a bible, maybe a 

copy of Freemasons for Dummies. I 

wondered, if money were no object, 

what would I give to a new, wide-eyed 

brother?  

The Chamber of Reflection has been a 

controversial practice in my jurisdiction 

for as long as I’ve been a Mason. This 

newsletter is for all Masons, though, 

and the practice is used here and there. 

(Always cheerfully conform to the rules 

and practices of you Grand Lodges.) The 

concept, however, of contemplation 

and meditating on Masonic symbols 

that lead to an inner reflection is uni-

versal and valuable. What if a new 



 

Relevant Direction for Modern Men 
 
Practical Freemasonry is an educational style that focuses on two things: 
relevance and action. 
 

Relevance 

The tenants and practices of Freemasonry are intended to be unchanging 
throughout the centuries, and I’m a supporter of this, but times change. 
People change. Philosophy changes with it. The values don’t have to 
change, but how people process the information and put it into practice 
necessarily changes, and most importantly, why something matters will 
change with the times. 
 
My favorite example of this is the Five Orders of Architecture, which is dis-
cussed in our Second Degree lectures and I discuss more fully later in this 
book. When I first heard the Middle Chamber lecture, like everyone in my 
cohort I was blasted with a firehose of information that I couldn’t possibly 
process. As I participated in later Second Degrees I listened more and more, 
and eventually when I tried (and failed) to learn the lecture myself, a lot of 
stuff started clicking.  
 
I loved the section on the Five Orders, which was both informative and elo-
quent, but why was it in here? Honestly, why was any of the Middle Cham-
ber lecture in the lecture? But I specifically thought about the Five Orders, 
memorizing that section and repeating it back to myself over and over.  
 
Masons wrap their teachings in a blanket of architecture, so it had to mean 
something rather profound, didn’t it? And I thought, and I connected dots, 
and as you’ll read later, I came up with some really interesting ideas that 
spoke to me. When I told them to others, those ideas spoke to them as 
well. Suddenly, the Five Orders, and the rest of the topics in the Middle 
Chamber lecture re-formed themselves into a pattern that had real themes 
that we could pick apart and learn from.  
 
A couple years later I was driving back home from a Masonic event, going 
through the drive thru of a Wendy’s and listening to an audio book called 
The Philosophy of Masonry in Five Parts, by Roscoe Pound in which the au-
thor discussed William Preston, the Mason responsible for adding the Five 
Orders to the lecture, and he stated exactly what they symbolized. 
 
Nothing.  
 
I mean, there were probably some very clever Masonic reasons why he 
included them in the lecture, but the reason why Preston discusses them in 
such detail, as well as the Five Senses, etc., is because he just thought those 
were things that an educated man should know.  
 
In Preston’s day there was certainly an abundance of university educated 
scholars in Freemasonry, but more and more, lodges were being filled by 
businessmen, and other people who worked for a living. For some people, 
Masonic lectures might be the highest form of formal education they ever 
achieved, so Preston thought that a basic understanding of architecture, 
the human body, and the liberal arts and sciences, were all things that an 
educated man should know.  

brother was gifted that? 

The concept is pretty simple. A new 

brother is gifted, by the lodge or by his 

mentor, a box (about the size of a cigar 

box) containing everything he needs for 

contemplating the Craft.  

• A small notebook and fountain pen 

for writing down his reflections. 

• A candle for ambiance.  

• A mirror to see himself as he is. 

• A small hourglass or bone to con-

template mortality.  

• Pieces of chalk, charcoal, and clay.  

• Vials of corn, wine, and oil. 

• Masonic and/or alchemical symbols 

could be wood-burned on the in-

side lid.  

• A vial of honey, representing the 

industriousness of the beehive as 

well as the curious property of hon-

ey which is that it never spoils. 

• A small set of working tools 

The contents could be as esoteric or as 

practical as reflects the culture of your 

lodge. The items could be given all at 

once or as a brother progresses through 

the degrees. Recipients could be en-

couraged to add to the contents of their 

kit as they continue along their road 

from the West to the East.  

It may not be as practical as a custom-

ized Zippo lighter, but as we bring in 

new brothers we are given a golden 

opportunity to give them a first, and 

lasting impression of who we are as 

Masons and all our hopes for their fu-

tures. 

 

Steal This Idea Continued... 



 
Today, the people we consider to be the most intelligent and cosmopolitan, 
probably don’t know a damn thing about classic architecture, and they 
don’t have to.  
 
If Preston was to rewrite that lecture today, one wonders what he would 
put into it. Maybe it would discuss basic principles of coding. If you went to 
a party today and started discussing the particulars of classic Roman and 
Greek architecture, they’d probably think you were a smug know-it-all and 
re-gather the party in the far corner of the room away from you. 
 
And yet, what are the things that the average person lacks today, in a world 
where the entire sum of human knowledge fits in our pockets? Maybe 
things like morality? And judgment? How to separate the noise from the 
important things in life, and learn how to make a decision? Maybe we need 
to learn what our place is in this world, and how we can tell if we’re suc-
ceeding.  
 
In Practical Freemasonry, we operate from the belief that everything we’re 
encountering is teaching us a lesson, and to explore what that lesson may 
be. Even if we can’t prove that was the intent of that phrase or symbol, by 
extracting some sense that clicks with our own heads, we grow.  
 
Everything teaches you a lesson. Find out what it is. 
 

Action 

Philosophy in a bag is worth the bag.  
 
I’ll be honest. I’ve known plenty of people, and plenty of Masons, who talk 
a great game, but when it comes to actually doing good things, they fall up 
short.  
 
I’ll be even more honest. That guy has been me on more than one occasion.  
 
The simple fact is that we are not very good at being good. We’re good at 
being self-interested, and when it’s in our interests to act good, we do, and 
we think that’s good enough. 
 
This isn’t because we’re secretly all terrible people. It’s because being self-
interested is the thing in which we have the most practice.  
 
Practical Freemasonry is chiefly about practicing Freemasonry, which 
means we sometimes need to laser-focus on what any particular lesson is 
actually asking us to do.  
 
It’s not enough to know we have to treat people fairly and equally. Of 
course we all know we have to treat people fairly and equally. It’s not 
enough to get occasional visual or audible reminders to fix our flaws. Some 
of us, through our failures, are constantly reminded that we need to fix our 
flaws.  
 
“But what am I supposed to do about it?” we ask ourselves. What is actual-
ly being asked of you? What changes are you supposed to make in your 
behavior? What is even the first step? 
 
Almost universally, these questions go unanswered in a Masonic lodge.  

Coffee Talk! 

• What kind of education does 

your lodge provide its mem-

bers: Axiomatic, Practical, or 

Esoteric? 

• What kind of education do 

you think your lodge lacks? 

• Go through the working tools 

one by one. What relevant, 

actionable instruction does 

each tool give you? 

• What axiom does each tool 

teach? 

• What, if any, esoteric expla-

nations have you heard or 

believe about the working 

tools?  

• What is the state of educa-

tion in blue lodge Freemason-

ry today? 

• What should a new brother 

learn in his first year as a 

Freemason? 

• Describe your ideal mentor/

student relationship. 



 
After all, you should have been a good person when you were let in, right? So, shouldn’t you already know what to do? 
 
No. You shouldn’t. People usually don’t know what to do to improve their characters, and it’s rarely talked about on an 
instructional level.  
 
In Practical Freemasonry we ask what does this symbol mean, what does it mean to me, and what is it actually telling me 
to do or how to behave? 
 
Everything tells you to do something. Find out what it is. 
 

Matt Gallagher 

Practical Freemasonry 
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AND IF YOU'RE NOT WILLING TO MAINTAIN YOUR HONOR, WHAT ARE YOU EVEN DOING HERE? 


