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REFLECTIONS ON MASONIC EDUCATION
Bro. Edward A. Rund, Masonic Education
The Theoretical

I like to define Masonic Education, from the learner’s perspective, as receiving Masonic-related information and experiences which promote individual growth in moral thoughts and actions. The primary mission of Freemasonry is to assist in this learning process such that the Mason strengthens his character and displays this in his daily life. The question we face, as a fraternity, is how to effectively bring this about.

During past centuries Masonic principles, offered as a Mason’s guide to life, have been veiled in allegory and hidden by symbols. In earlier times new Masons, living less hectic lives, had time and the help of their brethren to peel away the veil and to tease out the meaning.  For those interested and actively committed members, this became a lifelong process of observing, reflecting, learning, and applying. 

During the 18th Century as Freemasonry was being formalized, much of the attention was focused on gentlemen’s social clubs when beyond business and degree work, Masons met to enjoy one another’s company, eat, drink, and discuss the issues and problems of the day. Yet, in each country there arose differing directions toward which this attention was aimed. Some were of a political incentive (changing conditions and providing charity), and some focused on self-improvement. The Age of Enlightenment from 1650 to 1750 had induced men to more closely examine their world, looking for better and fairer ways for society to function, and experimenting with natural, technological, and social aspects of their world. A portion of these “enlightened” Masons struggled with the deeper meaning underlying the philosophy of Masonry, i.e., what we today refer to as the esoteric.
Over the past 100 years, as technological advancements outpaced social improvements, our lives have begun to swirl with the increasing pace of change. Today, young and middle-aged folks struggle to perform all the life functions required and expected of them. So it is little of wonder our recent generation of Masons didn’t devote much time for seeking enlightenment and improvement from their Masonic experiences. The great majority of the membership simply paid their dues and wore their pins and rings, and on occasion attended lodge. Now this does not mean there were no Masons committed to interpreting our hidden messages and struggling to apply the lessons learned, but these members seem to be in the minority.

Social/cultural change continues at a rapid pace. The rigors of which can be seen in a general sense of powerlessness, disappearing roots and traditions, growing personal isolation, as well as politically and economically induced ethical disintegration. An attitude of “me-ism” has not only generated accepted waves of crime and personal injury, but certainly a clear lack of interpersonal civility. Such cultural degradation calls up deep-felt needs to slow life’s pace, make sense of it all, and seek out more enjoyable activities and civil relationships (as are usually found in our lodges). It is this earnest seeking out we find in the increasing number of young men who are coming to our lodges to explore what Freemasonry has to offer them for satisfying those deep seated needs. It is seen in the joy of being part of a moral and civil group, in their enthusiasm to learn about Masonry, and in their sincere desire to help enhance the programs, activities, and finances of their lodge.
There has never been a greater need for offering effective learning programs and the opportunity to see them made use of for self understanding and self improvement than at any time during the past fifty years. The interest and receptiveness are evident and we must meet the challenge of assisting members with the absorption of Masonry’s principles of personal responsibility, civility toward others, and goodness in general.

I believe this learning has to be conducted and managed at the lodge level, encouraged and rewarded at the district level, technically supported at the state level. We have the mechanisms in place to do this. Instructional materials are online, in our publications, and in the lodges (if the secretary has not thrown them out). We have a fine candidate education program (Intender) and are working to ensure its regular and consistent use. We are designing a short program to help interested Masons become skilled Intenders, confidently working with the many New Masons coming through our doors. A growing number of lodges are forming the habit of providing educational sessions at each meeting.

The Practical
During the past twenty years being involved in Masonic Education, I have learned that the social-oriented, volunteer-based nature of our Fraternity cannot tolerate too much intensity or sophistication, such as may be seen in the full blown Grand Lodge – District – Lodge structure. Area and District education officers were a fine idea on paper, but impossible to sustain over a number of years. Yet, inconsistent, periodic, and half-fast efforts as seen in recent years do not accomplish anything.
Masonic education can be conducted in basically two ways. One we can call self-directed where learning and development are traditionally left up to the individual. The Education Committees concerns lie with providing instructional materials, not in measuring outcomes (who learned and applied what). The other we can call the guided approach where the Committee providing the materials is concerned with what individuals are learning and how they are making use of the learning. Here we try to anticipate the results through direct design of information and its delivery. Key questions raised would be: “What characteristics does an ideal Mason display in his thoughts and actions?” “What should a Mason know about Freemasonry?” “How do we manage this learning process over the range of involvement (from the ‘never see’m agains’ to the occasional attenders to the committed Masons and officers)?” It should be noted these approaches are not mutually exclusive. 
In addition to assisting all Illinois Masons with their self-directed studies, we need to find the middle-range approach. I believe this means focusing on the lodge and getting a few members to be willing and able (even champions) to be responsible for Masonic Education in their lodge. Then provide them from the Grand Lodge level with useful, interesting, age-appropriate, and beneficial information.
So, with available materials and receptive candidates and their brethren, we need only employ the techniques for generating and sustaining the energy in our lodges directed toward this educational endeavor.
