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This paper is the draft of an abandoned great project of research of the CNRS entitled: “God changes in Paris” (money missed). Everyone knows that the situation of masonry is quite different in France, Italy or Belgium from the English speaking world where Catholic Church has not been dominant. The aim of this paper is to point out the differences between the institutions and the social realities. Our examples will be taken in Paris.

1) The stages of a breaking

The situation in Paris is inherited from the 19th Century. During the “Ancien Régime”, Papal word was not law (papal bulls had to be registered by a Court of Justice: le Parlement de Paris), especially as it was one and the same during the Revolution and the Empire. The situation evolved slowly after 1815: in 1865 Mrg Darboy Archbishop of Paris buried the Grand Master, Marshal Magnan in the Cathedral but he received a warning from Rome. Two years after, Mgr. de Ségur wrote a polemical book (Les Francs-Maçons) in which the institution was considered as a social threat against family; they wanted to put under control women and children (Masonic baptism). The priests were strongly urged on refuse religious burials of Masons and to exclude Masons from the social life as much as possible. For the Catholic Church Masonry was obviously an alternative religion. The Grand Orient de France, the most significant Masonic institution in France, replied in extreme rationalist positions and a fast secularisation of rituals. In 1876-1877, the Grand Orient abolished a compulsory reference to the Great Architect and it caused the break with British Grand Lodges. 

Anyway, there remained a gap between institutions and the real life of societies.

2) The situation today

Traditionally, one could find in Parisian Lodges many members coming from the “Petites Eglises” (little Churches) like “Eglise Vieille catholique” (schism provoked by the Papal Infaillibility), various orthodox Churches, or new Religious movements, often in the Fringe Masonry (Memphis-Misraïm rites for example) but not exclusively. Great organisations like the Grande Loge de France or the Grande Loge Nationale française, created in 1913 in order to compete with the Grand Orient and with the support of the Grand Lodge of England, receive many members too.The GLNF boasts today a membership of 26000 with many Roman Catholics in search of reconciliation, mainly since council Vatican II, and despite Card. Ratzinger’s restrictive texts. Yet, there seems to be a change of heart among masons in terms of religious feelings.

I will take two examples 1) A Lodge of the typically “laïque” Grande Loge feminine (women expelled from the Grande Loge de France in 1935, Grand Lodge created in 1952). It’s an open secret that the Grand Mistress (2005-2006) was a practising Catholic, and what’s more often going into spiritual retreat. While not taking sides in Lodge, she favoured spiritual meditation during working programs (a drawing board). Among 30 members, 30% are anticlerical “laics”, 50% spiritualists, 6% practise a religion (the others?).

2) A Lodge of the Grande Loge de France (about 24000 members), Rite Ecossais Ancien et accepté, created in 1927 by very « laïc » Ashkenaz Jews but respectful of the religious calendar. In 1945 the Lodge had been revived but there is now no more than 20% Jews of Sepharad origin; they have conflicting views on the religious issue, one is Rabbi in Israel, most of them are suspicious of the new Jewish religious sentiment. There are two “laic” Muslims (one coming from Senegal). 30% are anticlerical “laic”, the Christians are generally dull, 10 or 15% are regular churchgoers. The change as for the first example lies in the usual selection of spiritual or symbolic meditation themes. The President of the High degrees of the Grande Loge in 2005-2006 was too a practising Catholic. 

By way of Conclusion: A short explanatory attempt 

This evolution belongs to the European return of Religion; it goes hand in hand with a crisis of institutions more meaningful for Churches than it is for Masonry. As a result, the latter capitalises on this change of attitude. Even if the religious sentiment is not yet openly expressed, it pervades Masonic workshops procedures. Hiding their discourse behind the façade of esoteric speech, or symbolic speculations, the Masons actually use religious tenets and notions. They argue via masonic writers like Oswald Wirth (1860-1943), an 19th century occultist (see Wescott and the Golden Dawn, Marjorie Debenham, both theosophist and Buddhist, or Bothwell-Gosse and “Human Duty, Annie Besant’s influence, 1925: “The Order of Ancient and accepted Masonry for men and women, Stretton and Yarker), or a perennialist one: René Guénon (1886-1951). Guénon’s influence in the Lodges is constantly increasing in France.

What is striking is that overall institutions are out of touch with what society is like, oddly enough, there seems to be three times as many followers in the Lodges than they are in the whole society- All this in the face of the Vatican’s rulings.

Discussion : It’s to know what they are up to. We are faced to emerging currents but it’s not a conspiracy following an hidden goal

What is at stake? The place of religion in the French Society, Masonry seems to be on that point, a mirror of the whole society.

