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Synopsis  
The initial premise of this research was that in each of the first three degrees in Freemasonry 
the Prayer and Obligation can be regarded as a foundation for what follows in each ceremony. 
However, like all genuine research, the path was not predestined and many blind-alleys had to 
be experienced before this paper could report on the meaningful journey. Research led to a 
surprising conclusion that Freemasonry has indeed existed since time immemorial, more 
ancient than the Golden Fleece. Our first three degrees in Freemasonry appear to be founded 
on the initiation rites of an Ancient Mystery School of the priesthood of Egypt known as the 
Crata Repoa. This paper reports on the preparation of candidates and why there was so much 
care in selecting candidates for initiation, followed by a synopsis of the first three grades of 
that priesthood. The remarkable resemblance to our three degrees in the Craft is brought to 
light for consideration and the standards adopted by the priesthood are a lesson for modern 
Freemasonry. 
 
Although the original prayers of the Crata Repoa seems to have been lost without trace and 
thus far lie undiscovered, this paper provides an analysis of the content of each Prayer and 
associated Obligation in our modern Craft three degrees. The prayers, though similar in 
structure contain allusions when considered carefully.  
 
Finally, conclusions are drawn and lead us to several strong lessons that might strengthen our 
modern Freemasonry if only we had the courage of that ancient priesthood. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Our masonic ceremonies are enactments of moral dramas that use symbols and prose to teach 
Candidates (and other masons watching and listening) the lessons embedded in each masonic 
degree. To preserve consistency and prevent error and unintentional change in the delivery of 
our ceremonies, the actions and story related in each moral drama are expressed in words laid 
down in our ritual books. Masons often learn the words by rote in order to take part in the 
ceremony, but as we all know, there is a danger in this if no real understanding of the words 
and phrases ensues.  
 
Reynold Blight 1 in his forward to The Lost Keys of Freemasonry 2 stated that, “The ignorant 
take them literally and build for themselves prison houses of words and with bitter speech and 
bitterer taunt denounce those who will not join them in the dungeons”. Taking a philosophical 
view of this personal prison, we might say that the walls are made of our personal 
misunderstandings, the bars on the windows are made of personal biases, the floor is made of 
our individual prejudices, the roof is our ignorance and unawareness of things around us, and 
the door through which we entered is usually our own ego.  
 
Metaphysically, it is thus that a new Candidate presents himself for admission at the Lodge 
door, in a state of helpless indigence, untold mental baggage and an ignorance of Masonic 
ways. Many masons think that the hoodwink symbolizes this ignorance and darkness but 

																																																								
1 Reynold Blight was a Minister in The Los Angeles Fellowship  
2 Manly P. Hall, reprinted 1976 
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possibly there is a better explanation. It comes from the probable roots of our ancient and 
honorable institution as far back as the Mystery Schools of ancient Greece and Rome which 
themselves had their own roots in the even older Mystery Schools of ancient Egypt and 
Persia.  
 
By investigating what is known of the ceremonies of those most ancient of Mystery Schools 
we are able to see striking parallels with our modern Masonic ceremonial working. From 
these and an investigation into the conditions under which the ancient Egyptian priesthood 
conducted their ancient ceremonies this paper draws some conclusions about the deeper 
meaning of our modern Masonic rituals. 
 

THE MYSTERY SCHOOLS OF ANCIENT EGYPT 
It is a modern supposition that knowledge should be the common property of all to be shared, 
and that learning should be free and available to everyone on an equal footing.  This was not 
the case in ancient times, especially in ancient Egypt where knowledge and learning were 
very much the province of the priesthood only and not available to the common people. The 
priesthood prized the power that their knowledge gave them and were extremely careful about 
who they selected as Aspirants to join them and share in their learning and knowledge. That 
knowledge was about science, nature and about the Divinity. Thus it was that members of the 
priesthood held the keys to the hidden mysteries of nature and science. Note the parallel here 
with the notions in the Second Degree in Freemasonry when a Candidate is told that he is 
now permitted to extend his researches into the hidden mysteries of Nature and Science.  
 
The following sections look at the ancient initiation rites of the priesthood of ancient Egypt 
and show that our modern Freemasonry ceremonies probably had their origins in the myths 
and legends of ancient Egypt. One surprising fact to emerge from this research is that 
knowledge in ancient Egyptian society was not for all and sundry, not for the common people 
but was the province of the educated priesthood who guarded knowledge with caution. They 
protected it with allegory and symbol. Here is our first parallel with modern Freemasonry.  
 
The ancient Mystery School investigated in this paper is that of the priesthood known as the 
Crata Repoa 3. Suitable candidates for training in the knowledge of the priesthood were 
selected with great care and only the most intelligent and intellectually able were chosen. 
 

Preparation 
Each possible candidate then underwent a preparation that bears more than a passing 
semblance to our first-degree ceremony. However, there is one glaring difference between the 
ancient rites and our masonic situation today. In ancient times no one was allowed to ask to 
be admitted, anyone doing so was rejected automatically. An Aspirant had to wait until 
invited after recommendation by someone on the inside who was part of the select circle of 
priests. Great thinkers like Thales, Pythagoras and Plato, three of the greatest Greek minds in 
their day, are known to have travelled to Egypt in search of knowledge and learning. It would 
not have taken long for such astute minds to work out that the greatest knowledge and 
learning was behind the closed doors of the priesthood and each was probably really anxious 
to be admitted. It is known that Pythagoras was kept waiting several years before the 
priesthood deemed it right to initiate him and likewise Plato. Eventually each was prepared 
for admission which entailed special diet to train the physical body, and a period of solo 
isolation in a subterranean cell to consider himself and his current and future situations.  
 
In Freemasonry it used to be the custom, in some Constitutions, that a new candidate was 
physically prepared by the Tyler and then placed in a Room of Contemplation, a darkened 

																																																								
3 Freemasonry of the Ancient Egyptians, Manly P Hall, 1973, The Philosophical Research Society, Los Angeles 
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room in which certain symbols of mortality had been secreted. The candidate would not see 
these at first until his eyes became accustomed to the dark and then he would be startled by 
the gruesome sights (I know I was). His mind would be shocked and confused but recovering 
his composure he would probably think about why these symbols had been placed near him. 
He would become aware of being alone with these mortal images and, hopefully, consider the 
deeper meaning of what he was about to do and undergo.  
 
The Aspirant of old was then examined to ascertain his level of knowledge, intelligence and 
intellectual ability.  After this he was escorted to a hall where the roof was supported by 
pillars on which were written the laws, maxims and Hermetic statements that he had to learn 
by heart. In due time he was again examined to ascertain if he was worthy. There is a parallel 
here in the questions and answers leading from the first to the second degree and again from 
the second to the third degree. However, each ancient Neophyte was rigorously scrutinized, 
and only the highest calibre was selected to progress to initiation into the priesthood, all 
others were rejected as unworthy and not good enough.  
 
I hesitate to imagine the situation in Lodge where an Entered Apprentice falters and stumbles 
in his questions and answers because he had not learned sufficient to pass this small 
examination and the Worshipful Master banged his gavel and stopped the ceremony judging 
the candidate as unworthy. This would require an extremely strong character of the 
Worshipful Master but would probably send the right signals that Freemasonry should be 
taken much more seriously than it is in some Constitutions today. In France, Canada and 
Germany there are those who do take their Freemasonry seriously and do reject candidates 
who have not put in sufficient effort in what is required of them. Possibly our weakness is a 
cause of our downfall. Maybe we should be more like the priests of yesteryear and be much 
more protective of our Masonic knowledge and learning. The ceremony in the ancient 
Mystery School of the Crata Repoa continues with the Aspirant thus far prepared, examined 
and, if he meets with the satisfaction of members of the priesthood, he is led to the Gate of 
Men and presented as a Neophyte ready to be Initiated into the First Grade. 
 

The Initiation Ceremony 
It was the custom in the Crata Repoa that the previous Neophyte to be admitted to this grade, 
known as a Pastophoris, be the Tyler of the Gate of Men and he knocks on the Gate.  The 
Neophyte is questioned and if he answers satisfactorily the Gate of Men is opened and the 
Neophyte enters. He immediately undergoes more questioning of his knowledge and abilities 
by the High Priest, equivalent of our Worshipful Master in Lodge. 
 
Initiation proceeds with the Neophyte being lead around the chamber to face trials of earth, 
air, water, and fire to test and retest his resolve and readiness.  There is a parallel here with 
the Scottish first degree ceremony where a blindfolded candidate is lead onto the Lodge floor 
to stumble on physical obstacles, splashed with water, fanned with wind and blasted with 
flame. Similar ceremonies happen in the Rosicrucian Orders where the four elements of 
Earth, Air, Water and Fire are included as an integral part of instruction and learning. 
 
Again, Neophytes were tested to the limit and many were rejected. To the survivors, the laws 
and constitutions were then read aloud and a promise to conform was obtained followed by 
the Neophyte kneeling and taking a serious oath of fidelity at sword-point. The parallel here is 
in our Fist Degree ceremony where the Entered Apprentice kneels and takes his solemn 
Obligation with one point of the compasses towards his naked left breast. After this the 
Neophyte’s blindfold was removed and he was placed between two square columns called 
Betilies between which was a ladder of seven steps and a drawing showing eight doors of 
different dimensions. 
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The Chief Priest conducting this part of the ceremony then disclosed to the Neophyte the 
secret of this degree, which was the belief in a single, eternal and perfect God. This was the 
secret kept from the common people who worshiped a pantheon of gods and were encouraged 
to do so. The Neophyte was charged to focus on that Divine Being in whose presence we all 
are at all times and whose all-seeing eye observes our every action and to guard himself 
against prejudices and passions which would lead him off the straight and true road. As we 
can see here Brethren, there are definitely parts of this incorporated into our modern Masonry, 
especially the closing prayer in the second degree where we say, “Let us remember that 
wherever we are and whatever we do, He is with us and His all seeing eye observes us”. 
 
The Neophyte was then instructed to ascend the steps of the ladder as symbolic of the 
transmigration of the soul at death. Finally the Neophyte received the secret word of this First 
Grade of Pastophoris in the ancient language of Ammonitish and the secret handgrip. He was 
clothed in a hood, an apron and a collar. Again we see parallels and begin to consider whether 
Desagulier and Anderson knew these ancient rites and incorporated some of the material 
when they constructed our first two masonic degrees. 
 
The Neophyte was now a Pastophoris and spent a minimum of a year in this Grade being 
instructed in science, nature and the use of herbs and drugs in medicine. At the end of this 
year of apprenticeship a Pastophoris had made sufficient progress in improving his skills and 
advancing himself he would be selected for advancement to the next Grade. If he were 
deemed not to have made sufficient progress he would stay in his current Grade. There was 
no automatic advancement and this was the case in all Grades. Selection for advancement was 
in the hands of priests higher up the chain of command and they were very selective in order 
to guard their secrets and their power. 
 

Further Grades 
The Second Grade tested a candidate’s ability to resist physical temptation and the minimum 
year-long apprenticeship included instruction in geometry and architecture. These were again 
regarded as secret arts and kept from common people. 
 
The Third Grade was known as The Gate of Death and bears several resemblances to our 
Third Degree in that the candidate was lead into a darkened space in which coffins, mummies 
and symbols of death were strategically places where he would see them. In the centre of the 
darkened space was the coffin of Osiris, the Egyptian King-God who represented everything 
good and just. Osiris was slain by villains lead by his jealous brother Typhon who represented 
everything bad and evil. The candidate, who is by now flanked and held by two large priests, 
is questioned and cross-examined on whether he had anything to do with the assassination. 
He is then tempted by being offered a golden crown which he rejects, resulting in him being 
attacked and struck on the forehead with a sacrificial axe. He is forcibly thrown down, bound 
with mummy bandages and carried through thunder, lightening and fire to a symbolic 
underworld where he is addressed by Pluto and questioned by other judges on the course of 
his life. He is unwrapped and instructed in the secret history of Egypt, astronomy and 
rhetoric. Finally, the secret sign of recognition was a peculiar embrace and the words of this 
Grade Monach Caron Mini were communicated. Notice the similarity with the method of 
raising in our Third Degree and associated words.  
 
In all, there were seven grades through which a candidate might pass if found worthy, or if 
insufficient progress had been made, he would remain working in any one of them for the rest 
of his days. The main secret of the First Grade was the belief in one God, a necessary 
condition for membership of our Freemasons’ fraternity. There do not appear to be any 
surviving records of the prayers used in the ancient Crata Repoa Mystery School so my 
research was directed at our own prayers in our Three Degrees. Looking beyond the words 
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and phrases there is revealed a philosophical position that bears consideration in the following 
sections. We start with the opening and closing prayers and then move to the degree prayers. 
 

THE PRAYERS AND OBLIGATIONS IN OUR MASONIC DEGREES 
In the following section I reproduce the words of the opening prayers as they appear in 
several Constitutions and ask your indulgence if these differ significantly from those you are 
used to. It is more important that we look at the essence of the messages rather than individual 
words. We will then analyse the meanings in these prayers. 

The Opening Prayers 
1st degree: “Let us invoke the assistance of the GAotU in all our undertakings, may our 
labours thus begun in order, be conducted in peace, and closed in harmony”. 
 
2nd degree: “ Let us supplicate the GGotU that the rays if Heaven may shed their influence to 
enlighten us in the paths of virtue and science”. 
 
3rd degree: there is no prayer but the WM says, “ … may Heaven guide our united 
endeavours”.  
 
An initial, surface analysis of these prayers seems to show that we are asking the Supreme 
Being and Heaven for help and guidance in our work in Lodge.  We “invoke’, we 
“supplicate”, “may Heaven guide our united endeavours”. Although the majority of masons 
will glean an idea of the intended meaning in each prayer at the time it is delivered in Lodge, 
it is probably not until he reads for himself and gets down to learning the phrases that he will 
start to put deeper meaning to the words. The same is probably true of the rest of our masonic 
ritual ceremonies. The mason who is willing to venture beyond the physical words will reach 
his understanding of reality (everyone to his own level) behind the words and behind the 
symbolism.  
 
If we look deeper we see in the 1st degree prayer that there is an allegory with our whole life-
cycle as a human being: our work begun at birth, conducted throughout our individual life in 
an orderly fashion, until our closing hours when we should be content to pass from this 
transitory life to that beyond knowing that we are in harmony with the whole of creation. 
 
In the 2nd prayer I see an allegory in “the rays of Heaven may shed their influence” related to 
the spiritual side of Freemasonry. This prayer could be a message to ourselves in seeing how 
the hidden forces beyond this material world can influence our human lives. We appear to be 
asking for this influence to help us in this physical, materialistic world to enlighten us in the 
paths of virtue. This could well be one of the hidden mysteries of Nature before our very 
eyes, so obvious that the ordinary Mason does not see it. The hidden mysteries of science are 
being uncovered daily by scientist all over the world, but our 2nd degree should make us 
aware of and focus on our own abilities to investigate our uses of science as they relate to our 
domestic and professional lives. 
The 3rd degree invocation to aid our united endeavours continues the principles of the former 
two prayers and unites the whole. 

The Prayers in the Degrees 
Each prayer within a masonic degree starts with asking for God’s attention using words such 
as vouchsafe, beseech, supplicate, implore. This is followed by a string of vocative case 
names of the Supreme Being where we attempt to show the greatness and unreachably high 
position of God in relation to our frail, pitiful, lowly selves. Does this mean anything to our 
unknowable Supreme Being or is it done for man’s convenience of conscience? We have a 
dichotomy here: on the one hand we have come to believe in a Supreme Being that is beyond 
our ken, all powerful in omnipotence, omnipresent, and all knowing in omniscience; on the 
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other hand we are told to look inside ourselves to find God, that God exists within each one of 
us. To understand this, we have to go back to the three periods of note in the Middle Ages. 
 
Hermes Trismegistus and the priesthood of the Crata Repoa believed that God exists within 
each and every human being, every animal and fish, every tree and plant. During the period of 
the Christian Fathers, from the start of the Christian movement up to the time of St Augustine, 
world knowledge was reduced to a pitiful compendium in the hands of Western religion and 
mystery. For the next 700 years during the Dark Ages from St Augustine to Abélard libraries 
were neglected and knowledge stagnated under the direction of the Christian priesthood. 
Learning was not encouraged. In the third period, from 1100 AD to about 1400 AD nearly all 
learning was the province of Universities and was restricted to religious topics copied and 
repeated with no movement forward for fear of being outside the church’s jurisdiction. The 
word jurisdiction means literally speak of the law. Then came the start of evidence with the 
invention of lenses, telescopes whereby men could see for themselves. The church opposed 
these inventions at first as works of the devil but eventually had to accept evidence. However, 
the church priesthood maintained its controlling grip on our beliefs. Descartes, Frances 
Bacon, Galileo questioned and encouraged questions of ordinary things such as water, blood 
and air. They were not content to accept what the church told people to think but now had 
evidence they wanted to explain. And thus the church lost its controlling grip on learning and 
knowledge. 
 
In our degree prayers we ask that the Entered Apprentice becomes a true and faithful Brother 
amongst us by developing and devoting his life to God’s service. The implication here is that 
we all devote our lives to God’s service – but do we? Is this part of modern Freemasonry or a 
throw back from the 17th and 18th centuries when the church still had a controlling grip on 
society? We go on to ask that the candidate unfold true Godliness – but do we all do this? We 
are able to do our part in this if we live up to the masonic way that is about to be instructed to 
the candidate in each degree as we shall see later. 
 
In the Fellow Craft’s prayer we ask that the work begun in Thy name – this could be the first 
degree work or more philosophically that the Entered Apprentice has performed sufficient 
learning and practice to turn the rough ashlar into a smoother, more refined version of 
himself. We are also asking here that we continue the process of self-improvement by 
obedience to God’s precepts – his laws – a way of life. 
The Master Mason’s prayer forewarns of what is about to take place and can be viewed as an 
allegory of the trials and tribulations in adult life.  
 
These prayers set the scene and lead onto the solemn obligations where we extract serious 
promises. Note the parallel here with the rites in the ancient priesthood where they too sought 
protection for their secret knowledge. 

The Closing Prayers 
1st degree: “Let us with all reverence and humility express our gratitude to the GAotU for 
favours already received. May he continue to preserve the Order by cementing and adorning 
it with every moral and social virtue”.  It is relatively easy to express gratitude, but much 
more difficult for us to do this with true humility and reverence. The question of favours 
already received could refer to our whole lives inside and outside the Lodge rooms. This 
prayer should make us aware of our position relative to the GAotU. Our request to preserve 
the Order is really a request to ourselves. We are the ones who can cement our Order. We are 
the ones who must adorn it with our social virtues and morality. 
 
2nd degree: “Let us remember that wherever we are and whatever we do, He is with us and 
His all seeing eye observes us, and whilst we continue to act in conformity with the principles 
of the Craft, let us not fail to discharge our duty to Him with fervency and zeal”.  
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This is reminiscent of the initiation ceremony of the Mystery School of the Crata Repoa 
which refers to the all seeing eye.4 A further similarity is found in The Poimandres 5 when the 
Initiate asks the Being of vast and boundless magnitude “who are you”, the reply comes back 
that “I am the Mind of the Sovereignty”. The Initiate then asks to learn the things that are, and 
understand their nature and get knowledge of God. The reply this time is, “I know what you 
wish, for indeed I am with you everywhere. … Learn my meaning by looking at what you 
yourself have inside you.” This is where we need to have and develop our humility, both for 
ourselves and for the benefit of each other. This is one of the secrets of Freemasonry. 
 
Our understanding of meaning is one step in our individual mental process of learning 
whereas learning is itself an individual process in which each one of us makes revisions of 
our own mental interpretation of events. Take, for example, the event of being led round the 
Lodge and told how to stand and what to say. Each individual interprets the meaning of those 
actions and words in his own peculiar way according to his personal frame of reference 6.  
This leads to our ritualistic words being understood in different ways by different masons. 
This is natural and must be accepted as a fact of life because every one of us differs from 
every other human being. Some find learning difficult, some have never learned to learn7. 
Some masons learn but go no further and cannot think beyond the words8. This is why some 
freemasons are better ritualist than others. Let us now turn our attention to the Obligations in 
the three degrees and investigate their meaning and symbolism. 
 

Promises Made in Our Obligations 
An initial analysis of the wording and symbolism in all three Obligations yields four major 
points that accord with the ancient Crata Repoa Mystery School’s modus operandi. There are: 
1. acknowledge the Supreme Being is present;  
2. that the gathering is duly constituted, assembled and dedicated for purpose; 
3. that the Candidate/Neophyte comes of his own free will; 
4. the making of a strict promise to keep the secrets enforceable by death. 
 
What we call the perfect points of my entrance would have been well understood by the 
ancient priesthood. Of my own free will in both cases; at the door of the Lodge/Gate of 
Men/Gate of Death; on the point of a sharp instrument (poniard/compasses/sword). It is 
probable that we adopted our version from the ancient Mystery School.  
 
Our five points of fellowship probably also came from long ago, our modern form certainly 
seems to be based on events in the Crata Repoa 
 
Each Obligation can be viewed as a test of merit in this human life; that we should strive to be 
true to ourselves. 
 

CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS LEARNED 
We could learn many lessons from the Mystery Schools of old. Here are a few as conclusions 
to this paper. 
That we as masons should more actively encourage every Entered Apprentice to learn about 
the seven liberal arts and sciences (which are the lessons in his grade) and work seriously at 
developing his understanding of them. We should help him learn all he can and assist him to 

																																																								
4 Crata Repoa as reported in The Freemasonry of the Ancient Egyptians, Manly Hall, 1973 
5 Corpus Hermeticum, Libellus 1, The Poimandres attributed to Hermes Trismegistus 
6 Fostering Critical Reflection in Adulthood: A Guide to Transformative and Emancipatory Learning, by Mezirow, 
J. and Associates, 1990, Jossey-Bass, California, USA 
7 Concentration and Meditation by C. Humphreys, 1953, Published be Watkins, London, England 
8 How We Think, by John Dewey, 1909, Heath & Co., London, England 
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know how to apply the lessons he learns to life, both private at home with his family, and 
public at his place of employment interacting with other people.  
 
We should also help him in this learning in readiness for his next masonic step, like the 
Pastophoris before him.  The ancients recognized this and were not afraid to keep an 
apprentice in a grade until he showed that he was capable of fulfilling higher duties. We have 
a difficult decision to make here, to go through the motions of our three degree system 
whatever a candidate does/does-not-do or take our masonry much more seriously than 
happens in some of our Lodges and insist in high standards of knowledge. 
 
Another conclusion (that we are probably all familiar with) is that everyone has different 
motivation, determination, willpower, strengths, stamina, focus and distractions. Maybe, as 
masons, we should be more aware of the strengths and weaknesses of our Brethren and use 
the strengths for the good of Freemasonry which I’m sure some lodges do, but I’m equally 
sure that many do not.  We should also support a Brother in his weaknesses, after all, one of 
our Three Great Principles is Brotherly Love.  
 
The ancient priesthood valued learning and protected their knowledge, this was their main 
concern. Our main concern in modern Freemasonry should be about making our fraternity 
stronger, by insisting on masons making an effort to learn and understand, then taking serious 
examinations in order to advance in the Craft or stay as they are. In reality our main concern 
appears to be about size of membership and if the truth were known, we are probably too 
frightened of losing members and putting people off to take the serious steps mentioned 
above.  
 
Maybe the main lesson in this paper is that each one of us should be true to himself with the 
assistance of our Supreme Being within us. 
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