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Years ago, I wrote a paper examining the relationship between Freemasonry and the Catholic church for the North Carolina College, SRICF. Some time after the presentation of that paper, my good friend Dr. Donald B. Street suggested that it might be interesting to delve into Hermetic philosophy – a suggestion that sat in the back of my brain for more than three decades. But I’ve always been interested in the roots of Freemasonry, its meaning, and why it even exists, and finally decided it was time to gain further insight from some different perspectives.
So, where does all this begin, and who was Hermes? Most of us are familiar with the Paris fashion house, but we want to look at some ancient wisdom and how it has come to influence our fraternity. We can start with Thoth, one of the most important gods for the Ancient Egyptians. Often depicted as a man with the head of an ibis or a baboon, he was the god of the moon, of wisdom, writing, hieroglyphs, magic, art, and judgment. The ancient Greeks identified him as Hermes, and gave him the epithet “Trismegistus,” or “Thrice-Greatest,” as he was the source of their highly praised arts and sciences. A vast literature in Greek is ascribed to Hermes Trismegistus, with the number of works ranging from twenty to upwards of thirty thousand.
The Greek Christian theologian Clement of Alexandria knew of twenty-two “indispensable” books of these writings, ten dealing with Egyptian priests and gods, ten with sacrifices, rites, and festivals, ten with paraphernalia of the sacred rites, and two with hymns to the gods and rules for the king. Four dealt with astronomy and astrology, and six were medical in nature.
The Corpous Hermeticum, a collection of religious and philosophical works, is best known and has received considerable attention from scholars and those interested in the occult. Most of its works were probably written in the second century, and while some Egyptian influence may be present in the words of the writers, the bulk of the philosophy expressed is Greek, largely Platonism, modified by Neoplatonism and Stoicism. Christian thought is not readily evident; indeed, considerable criticism was leveled towards, “Hermes the Egyptian, called Trismegistus” for the idolatry and magic found in some of the writings.
The first and chief work of the Corpus is entitled Poimandres. It gives an account of the creation of the world by a luminous Word, who is the Son of God. A mystical hymn in this work was often recited by alchemists. Other works in the Corpus deal with the ascent of the soul to the divine, when, for a chosen few, it has freed itself from the material world and become endowed with divine powers. The astrological control of man through the seven planets and the twelve signs of the zodiac is prominent.
Besides the works of the Corpus, a work entitled Asclepius exists in a Latin translation. This work, a dialogue between Asclepius and Hermes Trismegistus, is of interest for its description of the ancient Egyptian religion. The work was attributed, possibly incorrectly, in the ninth century to Lucius Apuleius of Madauros. The original Greek title was “The Perfect Word.” The Asclelpius describes how the Egyptian idols were made real by magic and contains a lament that the ancient religion of Egypt would come to an end. There is also a reference to the “Son of God,” a fact made much of by some early Christian theologians.
A strong Hermetic tradition persisted in the Middle Ages. Stobaeus the anthologist, in the late fifth century, preserved twenty-nine excerpts of Hermetica. Michael Psellus in the eleventh century knew of the Corpus Hermeticum, but in the medieval mind the name of Hermes Trismegistus was usually associated with alchemy and magical talismans. Albertus Magnus condemned the diabolical magic in some of the Hermetic works, but Roger Bacon referred to Hermes Trismegistus as the “Father of Philosophers.” Medieval chemistry was often called the “hermetic science.”
The magical and philosophical literature attributed to Hermes Trismegistus received widespread notice during the Renaissance. Traditional Hermeticism was erroneously considered to be of ancient Egyptian origin and thus much older than the esteemed Greek philosophers who had been influenced by Egyptian beliefs. In the fifteenth century the Platonic Academy of Florence spread the view that Hermes was a contemporary of Moses and had founded theology. 
Both philosophical and magical Hermeticism declined rapidly in the seventeenth century after Isaac Casaubon demonstrated in 1614 that the Hermetic writings were of the post-Christian era. Hermeticism continued thereafter primarily among the Rosicrucians and other secret societies and occult groups.
The foundation of Hermeticism is a set of seven principles that form a branch of spiritual philosophy dating as far back as the first century. Many have sought to understand the Natural Laws that govern our universe. Some say there are twelve, while others hold that there are seven. The seven were outlined by Hermes Trismegistus, who is believed to have written The Emerald Tablet as well as the Corpous Hermeticum, both of which were highly influential ancient teachings. These works would go on to influence the ancient Greek and Egyptian cultures, with both adopting Hermes as a god of wisdom. He was known in his time as a great master of the universe and was said to have lived for thousands of years.
Over time, the seven Hermetic principles were passed down by word-of-mouth from teacher to student, and eventually, in the early 20th century, the teachings were compiled into a book called The Kybalion, written by "The Three Initiates," who were often identified as a New Thought pioneer by the name of William Walker Atkinson, 1862–1932. Today, they remain an occult source of wisdom, separate from any real religion but powerful, nonetheless. And while the seven principles are just one way of understanding the universe, they aren't so constricting that they cannot be studied alongside other spiritual philosophies.
“The Principles of Truth are Seven; he who knows these, understandingly, possesses the Magic Key before whose touch all the Doors of the Temple fly open.” – The Kybalion

1. The principle of mentalism
"The All is Mind; the Universe is Mental." —The Kybalion
The principle of mentalism states that the universe is very much like a mental projection. This is like manifestation 101, which is all about using your thoughts to shape your reality. For anything to be, a thought must precede it. Through this principle, it is believed that God is consciousness, or thought, and the universe is a manifestation of the mind of God. Using this law, we can harness the power of our minds to create the reality we want.
There is no question that if one thinks he’s going to fail at something, well, he’s pretty much destined to fail. Creating a positive mindset is one of the keys to success. And when we recognize how much our thoughts control our destiny, whether internally as a physiological or emotional state, or externally, such as the things we do or places we go, we see that when we can control our minds, we can control our lives. We can get better at this through practices such as meditation and visualizing future events. In May of 1961, President John Kennedy made the astounding announcement that by the end of the decade we would send a man to the moon and bring him back safely – and we didn’t know how to do it. Positive thought processes and commitment to purpose are, indeed, powerful.
2. The principle of correspondence
"As above, so below; as below, so above." —The Kybalion
Most of us have heard this phrase before, but maybe never knew it was Hermes who first coined it. It's closely related to the first principle of mentalism and states that what we hold in our thoughts and mind will become our reality. It explains the many planes of existence, including those of lower and higher vibrational frequencies and how they're connected. There are planes beyond our comprehension, but when we apply the Principle of Correspondence to them we are able to understand much that would otherwise escape our perception.

Applying this law is all about understanding one’s connection to the world around him and how one displays himself through his thoughts, and subsequently, his actions. When we have a firm grasp on how we're interacting with life and how it is affecting us, we can then recognize and break patterns, live in alignment with our highest good, and feel harmonious with everything around us.

3. The principle of vibration
"Nothing rests; everything moves; everything vibrates." —The Kybalion
The idea of "vibes" has been around for a long, long time. The principle of vibration states that all things, both physical matter and spiritual energy, are in constant motion and that nothing is at rest. Basic science tells us that atoms are constantly moving, or vibrating, as is the universe itself. This principle explains that the differences between different manifestations of matter, energy, mind, and spirit arise largely from different rates of vibration. From the All, which is pure spirit, down to the grossest form of matter, all is in vibration – the higher the vibration, the higher the position on the scale. The vibration of spirit is at such an infinite rate of intensity that it is practically at rest. And at the other end of the scale, there are forms of matter whose vibrations are so low that they appear to be at rest.

Even our hearts, as they beat, give off different vibrations depending on our emotional state. To apply this third principle, you want to not only do things but think thoughts that allow you to be in a state of ease. Applying the first two principles can help you to do this – you will note that all of these principles are deeply interwoven, and putting them into practice can help us acknowledge that we have the power to control our vibrations rather than our vibrations controlling us.

4. The principle of polarity
"Everything is dual; everything has poles; everything has its pair of opposites; like and unlike are the same; opposites are identical in nature but different in degree; extremes meet; all truths are but half-truths; all paradoxes may be reconciled." —The Kybalion
The principle of polarity explains that seemingly opposite things are actually one and the same, but at varying degrees. A simple example of this is hot and cold. Cold is just the absence of heat, and they are both one thing: temperature. Another example is light and dark. Where does light end and darkness begin? What is the difference between “love” and “hate,” two mental states apparently totally different. And yet, there are degrees of hate and degrees of love, in the middle of which we tend to use the terms “like” and “dislike,” or even “neither.” And it is possible, as we all can recognize, to very quickly transition from love to hate and vice versa. Of utmost importance to Hermeticists is the possibility of accomplishing this with regard to ourselves as well as to others by the use of the Will. 

Physical matter and spiritual energy are the same thing, with spiritual energy vibrating at a much higher level, such that it can't be perceived by our senses. Love and hate are two ways of experiencing the same thing, a relationship toward something. This is the foundation of alchemy, or the ability to "transmute" your experiences at will.

Applying the principle of polarity takes a degree of mental stamina and involves shifting the way you look at something, potentially turning it completely on its head. Considering the hate we may feel for someone: is there any way we can shift it to feelings of love, for example? Any time a lower vibrational emotion is weighing us down, if we can recognize it, feel it, and transmute it to a more positive one, we’ll be much better off.

5. The principle of rhythm
"Everything flows, out and in; everything has its tides; all things rise and fall; the pendulum-swing manifests in everything; the measure of the swing to the right is the measure of the swing to the left; rhythm compensates." —The Kybalion
Closely related to the principle of polarity, the fifth principle states that between the opposing poles, there exists an inherent rhythm. The tides move in and out. We inhale and exhale. Everything is in motion. Nature has its seasons and so, too, do we. Understanding this principle allows us to recognize our life's—and the universe's—natural rhythms, so we can actually work with them rather than having them work against us.

If we look at today’s political scene, we’ll find a stark example of this principle at work. Our country is divided, probably more so than at any time since the War Between the States. It doesn’t matter which side of the political debate you happen to be on, history will tell you that when your side gains power, has the upper hand, it won’t be too long before it will make decisions just as poorly as those before them and, sooner or later, the other side will reign again.

A good lesson here is to know that nothing lasts forever, and things are ever-changing – and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. As one gets deeper into working with this law, he will be able to work with his own emotional states to avoid a dramatic pendulum swing of feelings. It's thought that eventually the Hermetic Master will be able to completely transcend duality, but if one is just getting started, it is best to simply work on becoming more aware of their emotional state and using polarity and rhythm to become more comfortable with the natural fluxes of life.

6. The principle of cause and effect
"Every cause has its effect; every effect has its cause; everything happens according to law; chance is but a name for law not recognized; there are many planes of causation, but nothing escapes the law." —The Kybalion
Everything is connected through the principle of cause and effect, for each cause of one thing is merely the effect of something else, going back to the very beginning. You may recall Newton’s Third Law of Motion – for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. He was dealing in physics, but this Principle deals with far more. One might ask oneself if he is a cause or an effect. This principle is all about acknowledging the effects of our thoughts and behavior and how we may change them to bring about greater effects.
According to this Law, everything happens for a reason – nothing just “happens.” There is no such thing as chance, and while there are various planes of cause and effect, still nothing ever entirely escapes the Law. Masses of people are carried along, obedient to their environment; to the will and desire of others stronger than they; to heredity; to suggestion; and to other outward causes moving them around like pawns on the chessboard of life. But there are those who can rise to the plane above and dominate their moods, their character, their qualities, and their powers, as well as the environment surrounding them, and become Movers instead of pawns. When we take action to obtain the effect we desire, we move from feeling like a victim to feeling empowered.
7. The principle of gender
"Gender is in everything; everything has its masculine and feminine principles; gender manifests on all planes." —The Kybalion
The seventh principle states that all things have masculine and feminine qualities. Yes, the two sexes can be thought of as a physical manifestation of this principle, but as we're all coming to understand, on an internal level, all of us hold both energies (think the left and right brain.)
Masculine and feminine energy exists in not only the physical plane but the mental and spiritual plane as well. The unity of these two energies is essential for creation, and when one has a balance of both, they are better able to apply all of the principles together for maximum benefit.
When we can accept all the parts of ourselves, we can understand that balance in all things is a key for self-mastery. Buddha called this the middle way, and it's all about the balance of masculine and feminine; of heavenly and Earthbound; and of the mind, body, and spirit. When we can achieve this balance within ourselves, we're well equipped to harness all of these principles and use them in our lives for good.
With regard to the relationship between Hermetic Philosophy and Freemasonry, one is hard pressed to find any concrete tie connecting the two. At no time, in the teachings of the fraternity, is a candidate or member provided with a pamphlet, book, video, or any publication explaining what Hermetic Philosophy has to do with Freemasonry or how it pertains to the rituals of the degrees. However, there is substantial opinion, with which I agree, that the two are related – at least by a parallelism in values and harmony in ethics and beliefs.

The closest that the tradition of Masonry comes to teaching the meaning of the Hermetic art can be found in the teachings of the Scottish Rite. As we know, for many years, new Scottish Rite members in the Southern Jurisdiction have been provided with a bound copy of Albert Pike’s Morals and Dogma, with instruction to read it, as best they can, in order to better understand the degrees. Because of its complexity, many (if not most) of these volumes have sat on a bookshelf gathering dust rather than imparting greater wisdom.

Albert Pike made great use of the wisdom and thinking of ancient cultures and religions, intoning Hermetic Philosophy rather liberally. In his discussion of the Knight of the Sun, or Prince Adept degree, he noted,

“The Hermetic Art is, therefore, at the same time a religion, a philosophy, and a natural science. As a religion, it is that of the Ancient Magi and the Initiates of all ages; as a philosophy, we may find its principles in the school of Alexandria and the theories of Pythagoras; as a science, we must inquire for its processes of Paracelsus, Nicholas Flamel, and Raymond Lulle.”
[bookmark: _Hlk125378321]Freemasonry, like most other mystery schools, has adopted aspects of the Hermetic work, much as it has from other esoteric workings including tarot, magick, Kabbalah and the New Thought Movement ideas of mastering life. At various times, it has been called a Hermetic science with rarely a good explanation of what that means.  
It is through a close reading and analysis of the Hermetic texts that we can juxtapose the philosophy that comes from Hermetica and the lessons taught in the degrees of Masonry to find a harmony between the two and reach a firmer understanding of what it means to be a Mason and how it colors our underlying ideas of morality, truth, and faith.
Unfortunately, there is no specific evidence of a truly direct association between Hermetic philosophy and Freemasonry or of any such direct intention to blend them together - other than to compare the rituals of Freemasonry and some of the possible conclusions that may be drawn from them in parallel to the Hermetic writings.  But this is a speculative science, so then we may speculate and attempt to draw parallels where we can.  In the meantime, while we consider the deep questions of origin, source, and meaning of our gentle craft we can hope that we might discover a richness of tradition and possibly a new means to understand our own faith in a system of morality taught by symbolism and allegory.  That discovery may well come from a better understanding of what can be found in the ancient text of Hermetica.
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