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Memento Mori 
Incorporating Your Death Into Your Life 
 

 

Memento Mori, while not originally a Masonic symbol, has been adopted as a sym-

bol in Freemasonry since at least the 19th century. It is most eloquently translated as 

“Remember thou art mortal” but more accurately as “Remember that you will die,” 

“Remember death,” or most humorously “Remember to die.” 

It has a powerful meaning which has guided people for thousands of years. We are 

only guaranteed one life, and it has an indeterminate expiration date. Any day could 

be your last. Do not waste it.  

And yet, even this simple explanation of a two-word phrase has multiple meanings 

and connotations.  

As a safety precaution Memento Mori reminds us that we exist in fragile bodies, and 

though we may all secretly suspect we are immortal and can come to no serious 

harm, given that we’re all the main protagonist in our own story, the truth is this 

seems to not be the case. Foolhardiness is rewarded with injury or worse. Our lives 

are precious things, and while Freemasonry’s philosophy alludes to an eternal soul 

as part of that grand design, that house not made with hands, eternal in the Heav-

ens, there are no guarantees of second chances or mulligans. Do not waste your life 

on petty conflicts and unnecessarily dangerous pursuits. 

As humility Memento Mori shows us that when we do extend ourselves past our 

limits, our bodies will let us know. We feel the strain and breaks of our muscles and 

bones. And when those around us succumb to death, or we ourselves fall ill to some 

condition we had no inkling of, we are reminded that we can go at any time, and we 

can only do so much—and indeed so little—to avoid this. 

As the great leveler Memento Mori reminds us that we are all traveling upon that 

level of time to that undiscovered country, from whose bourn, no traveler returns. 

Death comes for us all and though the well-off may be able to squeak out a few 

more years than the hoi polloi, we all end the same way. 
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As a call-to-action Memento Mori teaches us to not waste our time, and that 

now is the only moment in which we truly exist and can act to secure our 

contentment and for the benefit of ourselves, our family, friends, and society.  

As perspective Memento Mori reminds us that wherever everything goes, 

from human death to the heat death of the universe, we’re all going to the 

same place, which is comforting. We will never be alone.  

As an instruction Memento Mori may be literally translated as “remember to 

die” and this is an odd but beautiful interpretation. Death, according to so 

many philosophies and faiths, is not the end. Be busy because you enjoy life, 

not because you are running away from death. It is nothing we need fear. 

Memento Mori can be viewed and interpreted in all these varied ways, but 

how does one apply this ancient symbol to one’s life in a practical way to im-

prove the way we interact with our fellow man? In a world where we so easi-

ly lose sight of those things which should be the most important to us, how 

do we remember death? 

 

Masonic Interest 

The third lecture of the Master Mason 

degree rapid-fires a lot of symbolism at 

a candidate, and while all of it is useful, 

to me some of it comes across as a bit 

generic. And, in fact, much of the sym-

bolism of this lecture is found across 

multiple religions and philosophies, and 

isn’t Freemason-specific in the least.  

Two of these symbols are Noah’s Ark 

and the Anchor. In our lecture it states:  

The Anchor and Ark are emblems of a 

well-grounded hope and a well spent 

life. They are  

emblematical of that divine ark which 

safely wafts us over this tempestuous 

sea of troubles, and that 

anchor which shall safely moor us in a 

peaceful harbor, where the wicked 

cease from troubling, and the 

weary shall find rest. 

 

When the voice in your head tells you 

to build a big damn boat, you are some-

one who counts on hope. When the 

worst realization of those voice begins 

to manifest, and your boat is the only 

thing keeping you and your family alive, 

the hope doesn’t stop there. It triple 
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One of the best ways to keep this concept in your mind is what Freemason-

ry has done best: visual cues. Memento Mori is something available in wall 

art, masonic aprons, pins, rings, and even tattoos, and while you don’t need 

to litter your home with skull imagery, even a single depiction displayed 

where your eyes will rest upon it once in a while can let you know to not 

waste your days. 

Taking time to slow down, breathe, and meditate on the concept can also 

be beneficial. Either by focusing on the symbol in your mind’s eye, or by 

letting your thoughts on death and life crawl through your brain as you re-

lax your muscles and push away your day-to-day troubles can help you nar-

row your focus to the important things in your life. 

Journaling and reflection, as with any subject, is perhaps the most effective 

thing you can do to when contemplating anything. There’s something ca-

thartic about bringing your wild thoughts into physical form by putting 

them down on paper or on a screen. Sometimes the best way to begin the 

journaling process is to incorporate it into an existing daily routine, like your 

bedtime routine. Brushing your teeth, getting ready for bed, and then tak-

ing out a journal or an app to get your daily thoughts down can help you 

reflect on how you spent your day, which can put in better perspective how 

you are spending what time we have. And directly journaling about death, 

including any hopes or fears regarding it, can better prepare you for that 

house not made with hands, eternal in the Heavens.  

Lastly, the most important thing any Freemason can do to better confront 

death and keep the importance of our limited lives in mind is by attending 

the Masonic funerals of our brethren who have failed to answer the roll call 

and have lain down their tools. We frequently think about what effect we 

have on our world and what legacy we will leave behind when we are gone, 

but seeing legacies from an outside view can give us a new perspective. We 

are frequently either far too harsh on ourselves or far too lenient. If you 

died today, how many brothers would attend your funeral? What are you 

leaving behind for the world? And what are you taking with you in the 

world to come? 

Memento Mori. 
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downs. The Ark is a symbol of trust in 

the Divine and in a divine plan. Trust 

that leading a good life will lead to great 

reward. 

 

I have never seen a depiction of Noah’s 

ark that included a sail. I have never 

seen the ark depicted with oars. In no 

description of Noah’s Ark is there any 

indication of a way to steer the thing, 

nor any way to speed it up. Presumably 

God would steer it, through wind and 

current, to dry land.  

 

But what it did seem to have, according 

to our symbolism, was an anchor. Why? 

An anchor can be used to slow a boat 

down. It can even be used to turn a 

boat around 180 degrees in a pinch, but 

if we’re going through all the trouble to 

let the Lord take the wheel, can’t we 

trust God to not let our boat float away 

while we’re unloading the animals? 

 

While the Ark represents one’s faith in 

the Great Architect’s Designs and plan, 

the Anchor is a symbol for faith in one-

self, and God’s trust in us. He can point 

us in the direction we need to go, and 

He can get us to where we need to be, 

but what keeps us grounded when we 

get there? What keeps us from floating 

away again?  

 

It is, I think, great advice to let go of our 

need for control, and let the Universe 

take us to where we need to be. But 

when we get there we must ask what 

do we need to keep us here? What sup-

port, or physical or emotional mainte-

nance do we need to drop anchor and 

keep us in our promised land? 
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AND IF YOU'RE NOT WILLING TO MAINTAIN YOUR HONOR, WHAT ARE YOU EVEN DOING HERE? 


