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Most Puissant Sovereign, Rt. Illustrious Intendant General, Worthy Knights, and Companions. Tonight I will be simply providing you with a history lesson, one that is based on violence and intrigue. I will then be showing you how it fits into our wonderful order of the Red Cross of Constantine, and, how we in York are the epicentre historically for the Order. 
This presentation may leave you tempted to join us and learn more. So this evening I present you with a story that sounds like ‘Game of Thrones meets Freemasonry’.  
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On 11 March 222AD the eighteen year old Roman Emperor Elagabalus along with his mother Julia were attacked by members of their own Praetorian Guard. The Emperor attempted to flee, but was discovered and slain. His mother perished with him. Their heads were severed, and their bodies were stripped naked and dragged all over the city of Rome, and eventually thrown into the Tiber… Nice aye!
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This was the Third Century AD. The Roman Empire was collapsing, weakened by political corruption and division. Within a period of ten years eight emperors or would-be emperors were killed, many having been assassinated by their own troops. Sounds straight out of the pages of Game of Thrones doesn’t it?
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The remarkable character who saved the Empire from self-destruction was Diocletian. In a stroke of political genius backed by military strength, he split the Empire into regions in 293 AD. He created separate capitals besides Rome as a way to avoid further civil unrest. Two of these districts were each ruled by an ‘Augustus’ or Emperor, whilst the others were ruled each by their ‘Caesars’, which was a subordinate rank. 
Essentially you could be promoted from Caesar to an Augustus, similar to moving from a Junior to a Senior Warden. One Caesar raised to an Augustus was Constantinus, who ruled the Western territories of the Roman Empire, and in due course he landed in Briton. 




Britannia
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The Roman conquest of Britain was a gradual process, beginning effectively in AD 43 under Emperor Claudius. From that date the tribes began to submit to Roman rule. Over time, the Britons began to live the Roman lifestyle and the Romans took on local customs. Gradually, the conquered would see themselves as Romans. 

Yet there were those in the far north that resisted Roman rule, what we know as Hadrian's Wall became the Roman frontier and Roman incursions into Scotland continued… 




Eboracum (York)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Emperor Constantinus retired to his fortress on the banks of the River Ouse at Eboracum, now known as York, where he suddenly fell ill. It was not, however, a war wound that finished off Emperor Constantius - it was a fever. The English climate, perhaps? As Constantius lay dying he recommended his son, Constantine, to the Army as his successor. The Emperor died on 25th July 305AD, and it is said his body is buried in the vicinity of the water tower near York University. A major Roman Emperor is buried within walking distance of the York masonic halls!
 
 Soon after his death the men of the Sixth Legion, loyal to Constantius' memory followed his son in acclamation and immediately proclaimed that Constantine should assume command of the Army and who adopted the title and rank of Augustus, approximately on the spot where the central tower of York Minster now stands. This is truly thrilling! As a Masonic Order it is exciting to have such ties and a close historical connection to York.
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Yet Constantine was not the only claimant to rule of the Empire. …thus the Empire was set for turbulent times…. bit like Brexit.
Now, you all may be wondering what on earth this has to do with Freemasonry in general and the Red Cross in particular. I’m coming to it, don’t worry, but this background has been essential.
Whilst Constantine was favoured by the Army, in Rome the favourite was Maxentius, the son of Constantius' imperial colleague Maximian, who has been remembered by history as a cruel, bloodthirsty and incompetent tyrant. 
But Constantine had seen military action as a cavalry officer in the wars against the Sarmatians and had fought against the Persians in Mesopotamia and had served as a personal Aide de Camp to the Emperor Diocletian in North Africa. He was therefore not only an experienced and respected soldier but also an acknowledged leader of men and a shrewd strategist.
As already noted upon the death of his father Constantine's legions proclaimed him ‘Augustus’. But Constantine wasn't the only claimant. There were two senior emperors and two non-hereditary juniors. His father Constantius had been one of the senior emperors. Constantine's most powerful rivals for his father's position were Maximian and his son Maxentius, who had assumed power in Italy, controlling Africa, Sardinia, and Corsica, as well.
In 310 AD, whilst Constantine campaigned in Gaul, Maximian attempted to remove Constantine, publiclly claiming he was dead, and took up the imperial purple. Constantine, learning of the usurping, returned with an army and laid siege to Maximian’s stronghold. Maximian was captured and reprimanded for his crimes. Constantine granted some clemency, but Maximian took his own life.
Maxentius, ever eager to present himself as his father's devoted son after his death, began minting coins with his father's deified image, proclaiming his desire to avenge Maximian's death. Constantine initially presented the suicide as an unfortunate family tragedy. By 311 AD, however, he was spreading another version. According to this, after Constantine had pardoned him, Maximian planned to murder Constantine in his sleep. Fausta learned of the plot and warned Constantine, who put a eunuch in his own place in bed. Maximian was apprehended when he killed the eunuch and was offered suicide, which he accepted.
The death of Maximian shifted the political landscape, as Maxentius and Constantine, two embittered rivals, began preparing for war. 
Constantine raised an army from Britannia that included Germans and Celts as well—Zosimus says it amounted to ‘90,000-foot soldiers and 8,000 cavalry’.
Maxentius raised his army of 170,000-foot soldiers and 18,000 horsemen. (The figures tend to be inflated, but they show relative strength.)
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Now we get to the crux of the matter - our ritual. On 28 October 312 A.D., Constantine marched on Rome and met Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge. The story goes that Constantine had a vision of the words "in hoc signo vinces" ("In this sign you will conquer") upon a cross, and he swore that, should he triumph on that day, he would pledge himself to Christianity. Wearing a sign of a cross, Constantine indeed won. According to the “father of Church History” Eusebius, he saw a sign in the sky that caused his subsequent conversion to the Christian faith. Maxentius was drowned, along with many others, and at the end of the battle his head was paraded through Rome by the jubilant Constantine. 

The image seen here is the ‘Vision of the Cross by Raphael’ painted in 1520 and depicts the vision of the Cross appearing to Constantine. It is rife with symbolism to the extent that a lecture could be devoted to it, from the conflict of emblems namely the Roman Eagle and the Cross, to the bridge in the background symbolising a journey or transition. From the location  Raphael is also suggesting to anyone viewing that fresco, that Constantine experienced his vision in the precise place where the Vatican State is now located. Make of it what you will.




The Masonic and Military Order  
of the Red Cross of Constantine  

and the Orders of the Holy  
Sepulchre and of St John the  
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So to the Order




Major Charles Shirreff

• Major Shirreff had been an officer  
in the British Army serving in the  
American colonies and had been  
initiated into a Military Lodge at  
Louisburg in 1758.

• The Order of the Red Cross was  
supposedly first organised in the  
United Kingdom by Major Shirreff  
in about 1780.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This dramatic tale had great appeal to certain eighteenth century characters. Amongst them was one Major Charles Shirreff who is supposed to have first organised the Masonic Order of the RCOC in about 1780.
 
Major Shirreff had been an officer in the British Army serving in the American colonies and had been initiated into a Military Lodge at Louisburg in 1758.
 
He retired to Shropshire where there was little masonry practised and set about bringing the Craft to the County. The Order of the Red Cross was supposedly first organised in the United Kingdom by Major Shirreff in about 1780 AD.




Waller Rodwell Wright
1775 - 1826

• An important Masonic  
personality who was the  
Provincial Grand Master of  
Malta, Gozo and the  
Mediterranean from 1815 
until  his death in 1826.

• In 1804 he took a 
constructive  interest in the 
reorganising of  the degree 
of the Red Cross of  
Constantine.
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The Order was re-organised in 1804 by Waller Rodwell Wright, an important Masonic personality who was the Provincial Grand Master of Malta, Gozo and the Mediterranean from 1815 until his death in 1826. 
 
 The Order is descended from, but not related to, the Order of Knighthood which Constantine conferred upon craftsmen rather than the local elite, in a continuing quest for humility. During the next fifty years the Order was not very active until 1865 when Grand Imperial Conclave was reassembled for the election and enthronement of William Henry Wright.
 
The Craft and the Holy Royal Arch may be said to use the VSL as integral parts of their working. Freemasonry as we know it was essentially Christian at the beginning.




Masonic and Military Order of 
the  Red Cross of Constantine 
and the  Orders of the Holy 

Sepulchre and of  St John the
Evangelist
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The Christian nature of the RCOC is understandable, but the historical events have also influenced it.
 
The full title of our Order is - The Masonic and Military Order of the Red Cross of Constantine and the Orders of the Holy Sepulchre and of St John the Evangelist and you can see from its title that it divides quite nicely into three areas with a further two degrees culminating in the Chair of the Conclave.
 
The first of the degrees, that of Knight of the Red Cross of Constantine, teaches us the well-known story of how Constantine came to be converted to Christianity. The degree attempts to instil in our minds the attributes of tolerance and understanding. This Red Cross degree must be taken first.
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So, back to our hero. After the defeat of Maxentius, Constantine and his brother-in-law Licinius split the empire between them. Constantine ruled the West, Licinius the East. The two remained rivals for a decade of uneasy truces before the animosity boiled over and culminated in the Battle of Chrysopolis, in 324 A.D. 
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Licinius was routed and Constantine became the sole Emperor of Rome.

Now in 325AD.

Additionally, when Constantine called the Council of Nicea in 325AD, a prominent attendee was Eusebius. So we should stress just how important Constantine is to our Christian faith as he and Eusebius worked together. 




• He lived Circa 260AD to 339AD.
• A noted historian.
• He wrote:

– Demonstrations of the
Gospel, Preparations for the Gospel,  
and On Discrepancies between the  
Gospels, studies of the Biblical text.

• As "Father of Church History" he
produced
– Ecclesiastical History, On the Life of

Pamphilus, the Chronicle and On the
Martyrs.

Eusebius of Caesarea
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Eusebius is known as ‘the Father of Church History’ he studied the gospels and wrote numerous works. He plays an important part in our ritual being the title of a senior officer in the Conclave. The statement which Eusebius proposed at the Council gathering in 325 proclaimed the Divinity of Christ and became the foundation of the Nicene Creed which is still said today in churches throughout the world.
The following year, the Edict of Milan, issued jointly with the Emperor Licinius, gave civil rights and toleration, not only to Christians, but all religions throughout the empire and his legacy can be seen today in Jerusalem. 
So just to sum up, Constantine is an important figure in the Christian Church, our ritual and the City of York.




• According to lore St.  
Helena, the first  
Christian Empress,  
and mother of  
Constantine, went  
to Jerusalem to  
search for the True  
Cross and found it in  
320AD.

St. Helena
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Presentation Notes
Second Degree
Now after you have become a knight of the Red Cross of Constantine you then take two further wonderful ceremonies on a separate night. The conflation of historical fact and tradition, transcribed into meaningful ritual, is part of what Freemasonry is about. The Degree of the Knight of the Holy Sepulchre, is supposed to have originated after the discovery of the true cross by St. Helena, the mother of Constantine, at Golgotha. 




Church of the Holy Sepulchre
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The Second Degree therefore deals with the three days between the crucifixion and resurrection. On their formation in 326AD the knights were charged by St. Helena to stand guard at the Holy Place and to protect the pilgrims. 




• The main duties imposed on the Knights
were those of the seven corporeal works
of mercy…

• ‘feed the hungry, give drink to the  
thirsty, clothe the naked, ransom  
captives, harbour the harbourless, visit  
the sick, bury the dead.’

The Duties of a Knight
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The main duties imposed on the Knights were those of the seven corporeal works of mercy.  
‘feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, ransom captives, harbour the harbourless, visit the sick, bury the dead.’ 
The third of our degrees, that of Knight of St. John the Evangelist, is based on a tradition recorded around 410AD in which the candidate makes a remarkable discovery in the ruins of the temple after a failure to rebuild it in 360AD.  
The Knights of the Holy Sepulchre and the Knights of St. John the Evangelist are also commonly referred to together as ‘The Appendant Orders’ or KHS are always taken together. 
So the two ceremonies are solemn, dramatic and of deep mystical significance, but their most striking feature is an attempt to explain the Craft and Royal Arch Ceremonies in a Christian sense.  
Although not connected ritualistically, the three degrees are based on a chronological sequence of events - the Red Cross in 312AD; - Knight of the Holy Sepulchre in 323AD; - and Knight of St John the Evangelist in 360AD. The taking of these three degrees prepares you to rise up the ladder for the office of Priest Mason which enables you to act as Viceroy in a Conclave preparing you for the office of Sovereign after taking the degree of Prince Mason the summit of the rite.
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To say that York forms a major part of the story of Constantine is an understatement as you have heard and as a result a major statue of Constantine by the sculptor Philip Jackson is to be found near the steps of the South entrance of York Minster, complete with broken sword, signifying his transition from a military leader to a statesman. The broken sword also forms a cross, in allusion to his conversion to Christianity.  




Red Cross of Constantine - Grand Officer's Sash

Red Cross of Constantine  
Divisional Sash

KHS Companion's SashRed Cross of Constantine
Companion's Sash

Regalia of the Order
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Regalia.
You see before you this evening a whole new organisation with different names, regalia and different officers. The Lodge is now a Conclave, the Master is now the Most Puissant Sovereign the Province is now a Division and the PGM is the Intendant General. 
The regalia is also different.
The purple sash is worn by those who have taken the 1st Degree, that of the Red Cross of Constantine.
The white sash is worn after taking the Appendant Orders and is surmounted by a crown for those who have passed through the Chair.
Red piping is added for divisional officers and gold braid for officers of Grand Imperial Conclave with a collarette. 
Intendants General wear a robe of royal purple with gold facings and both Intendent generals and Deputy’s wear a purple collarette and carry a baton of office.
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Conclusion 
Make no mistake; every single person here this evening is brought together by membership of four Masonic Degrees; that is to say, the three Degrees of Craft Masonry, and that of the Holy Royal Arch of Jerusalem. Every Degree contains a series of lessons, some extremely graphic, that, if followed, help mankind to lead a better, and more fulfilling life, both socially, spiritually, and morally.
 
You are here this evening, not to be pressurised in any way, and we have no such intention, but we are hoping that, at the end of the evening you will want to discover more about this significant and Christian Order. 
 
We are a select Order; there are only approximately 180 Members in our Division. With seven Conclaves in North and East Yorkshire, meeting on average, three or four times a year. Like many other Orders it has its HQ at Mark Masons' Hall in London. Subscriptions are similar to the Chapter. 
 
Finally the qualification for membership is that you must be a member of the Holy Royal Arch of Jerusalem, and profess the belief in the Christian faith. We are a happy group, and we look forward to our meetings eagerly. 
Contd.
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Well that’s the background, so why might you want to consider joining this wonderful order?
It is interesting, that when you ask people what it is that they like about the Red Cross of Constantine degree, they often say that they can`t quite put their finger on it , but somehow it is infectious and there is something special about it.
Historically, it was an invitational degree and whilst that is not the case today, it still has exclusivity about it.
From many of our member’s point of view, being part of an Order with an historical and tangible link to York and Yorkshire somehow makes you feel closer and more involved in the order, and passing, the statue of Constantine outside York Minster brings a warm satisfaction to the members.
I can assure you that the KHS Ceremony, reputed to be one of the finest in Freemasonry, really is something special. I am convinced all Red Cross Knights can remember the day they took their KHS ceremony. It is worth joining just for that. The fact that it is often undertaken at a Divisional level makes it that bit more special.
Joining a new order, perhaps at a new location means you will be coming across friends that you haven`t yet met. Another bonus is that you can get involved immediately, as new recruits are welcomed and encouraged to take part in future ceremonies.
 For me the Red Cross is an expansion of the aims of Freemasonry, encouraging its members to approach life with fairness, honesty, and unity in all things. I was offered the opportunity to become part of the Divisional Sepulchre Guard not long after I first joined, which has allowed me the chance to witness some truly amazing ritual. The ritual of the Red Cross and the KHS, in particular, is some of the most deeply laired and thought provoking you’ll experience in masonry and is one of the reasons why I am so enthused by this Order.
 Most Puissant Sovereign, Worthy Knights and Companions, thank you for your patience and attention to my talk, and most of all, for your attendance here this evening.
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