ABE LI NCOLN S AX
by Jim Tresner, Editor, Cklahoma Mason

The story is told of a historian recording folk history in
Illinois in the 1970s. Several people in the countryside had
told himof a farmfamly, which had the ax Abraham Li ncol n
used when splitting logs for a living as a young man.

The historian finally |located the farm and found the farner
inthe yard splitting wood for a living roomfireplace. He
asked hi m about the story.

"Yes,” said the farmer, “It’s true. Abe Lincoln Iived around
here as a young man and he worked for a while splitting wood
for ny great-great-grandfather. Happened he'd bought a new ax
froma peddl er the day before Abe Lincoln came to work here,
and he gave it to Lincoln to use. W've kept it ever since."

"That's a real historical treasure,” said the historian. "It
really ought to be in a museum Wuld you mnd going into the
house and bringing it out so | could see it?"

"Ch, we knowit's inportant," said the farner. "I take it to
the school fromtine totine and tell the kids about it and
Lincoln. Seens to sorta make himreal for them But | don't
have to go into the house, |1've got it right here."

He handed the horrified historian the ax he had been using.
"You nmean you're still using it?"
"Sure thing, an ax is neant to be used."

The historian | ooked it over carefully. "I mnust say, your
famly has certainly taken good care of it."

"Sure, we know we're protecting history. Wy, we've replaced
the handl e twi ce and the head once.”

In many ways, Masonry is like Abe Lincoln's ax. Al of us tend
to assune that Masonry has al ways been the way it was when we

joined. W have becone fiercely protective of it in that form
In fact, we've done nore than replace the handle twi ce and the
head once.

For exanpl e, when Brothers George Washi ngton, Benjamn
Franklin and Paul Revere (and ot her Masons of their era and
for decades to cone) joined the fraternity, they did not
denonstrate proficiency by nmenorizing categorical |ectures.



I nstead, the sane evening they received a degree they sat
around a table with other brethren of the | odge and asked each
ot her questions and answered themfor the instruction of the
new Brot her. They asked hi m questions and hel ped himw th the
answers.

The di scussion continued until they were confident that he
understood the | essons of the degree. They then taught himthe
signs and tokens, and he was proficient. In nmany-cases, he

t ook the next degree the next night.

The custom of allowi ng 28 days to pass between degrees cane
about for no other reason than the fact that nost |odges net
every 28 days, on the nights of the full noon. There was no
nystery behind that, very few horses cone equi pped wth
headl i ghts, and only on nights of a full nmoon could people see
wel | enough to | eave their hones in the country and come into
town for a neeting safely.

As to other changes, for instance, the nanes of the three
ruffians have changed at |east three tines since the Master
Mason Degree was created around 1727.

More inportantly, the nature and purpose of the fraternity has
changed radically over tine. It certainly is no |onger a
protective trade association, nor a political force anounting
alnost to a political party, but it has been those over its

[ ong history.

So, yes, Masonry changes. It changes fairly frequently and
sonetimes dramatically. Far from being a bastion of
conservative resistance to fostering revolutions in politica
life (the Anerican revolution, for exanple) and social life.
It created honmes for the elderly and orphanages, and then
wor ked for the sort of social legislation to nmake those

wi despread. It sought econom c devel opnent for states and
communities. Until the late 1940s and 50s, it was one of the
nost potent forces for change in Anerica.

And Masonry is |ike Abe Lincoln's ax in another way. For,
al though the handl e and head had been repl aced, that ax was
still used by the Abe Lincoln in truth if not in fact.

The farmer used the ax to teach. He told children about it and
about Abe Lincoln. He hel ped nmake the past real to themso
that they could | earn the great val ues of honesty and hard
wor k, which Lincoln typified so well

It's the sane with Masonry. In spite of the many changes which



have al ready happened and t he changes which are bound to

happen in the future (Masonry, like any living thing, nust
change and grow, or die) it is still the same.
It's essence -- the lessons it teaches, the difference it

makes in the lives of nen, that great nonent of transformation
which is the goal of Masonry, when a nan becones sonet hi ng
new and better than he was when he cane in the door as a
candi date -- the essence cannot and will not be |ost, as
| ong as Brothers are neeting in the true Masonic spirit;
to work and | earn and study and i nprove thensel ves and

t he worl d.

That's Masonry, and |ike Abe Lincoln's ax, it was neant
to be used, not to rust away in a nuseum case. That use
keeps it bright and sharp and Masonic, no matter how
often the handl e and head need to be repl aced.



