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own unimportance in the scale of Creation . . . .
 If, with the great telescope of Lord Rosse, we 
examine the vast nebula of Hercules, Orion, and 
Androméda, and find them resolvable into Stars 
more numerous than the sands on the seashore; 
if we reflect that each of these Stars is a Sun, like 
and even many times larger than ours,—each, 
beyond a doubt, with its retinue of worlds swarm-
ing with life;—if we go further in imagination, 
and endeavor to conceive of all the infinities of 
space, filled with similar suns and worlds, we 
seem at once to shrink into an incredible insig-
nificance.
 The Universe, which is the uttered Word of 
God, is infinite in extent. There is no empty space 
beyond creation on any side. The Universe, which 
is the Thought of God pronounced, never was 
not, since God never was inert; nor WAS, with-
out thinking and creating. The forms of creation 
change, the suns and worlds live and die like the 
leaves and the insects, but the Universe itself is 
infinite and eternal, because God Is, Was, and 
Will forever Be, and never did not think and 
create.25

the lifeless cosmology
Statements like those found in the Masonic teach-
ings of William Preston, William Finch and Albert 

Pike are surprising to many of us today, partly ow-
ing to an unfamiliarity with pluralism’s popularity 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and 
partly because since twentieth century, a thor-
oughgoing cosmology of emptiness has dominated 
the Western perspective of the universe. After 
astronomers learned of the essentially uninhabit-
able nature of the planets of our solar system—and 
especially as ideas such as the infamous “canals” 
of Mars were laid to rest—the notion of a universe 
animated with intelligent life was transformed 
into the twentieth century’s far more conserva-
tive question: might there be intelligent life at 
least somewhere else in the wide universe? The 
notion of a reality as barren as it is vast became 
the cosmological standard of the modern world. 
In this transformation, more was lost than just the 
belief in “aliens.” A fundamental notion, implicit 
in the writings of Franklin, Swedenborg, Preston, 
Finch and Pike  on this subject, was that beyond 
the mere understanding or description of the 
universe as widely inhabited, there was a concept 
that it was created and inhabited for some good 
purpose. One could contemplate such a universe 
and extrapolate moral lessons from it.
 One modern writer, Rémi Brague, a profes-
sor of philosophy at the Sorbonne, expressed the 
West’s cosmological loss as so profound that it is 

“For us, there is no longer any 
connection between cosmology and 
ethics, no longer any relationship 
between what we know of the structure 
of the physical universe and the way 
man thinks about himself and feels 
what he is and what he ought to be.”

Philosopher Rémi Brague
on modern man and the universe
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not even perceptible by most:

For us, there is no longer any connection between 
cosmology and ethics, no longer any relationship 
between what we know of the structure of the 
physical universe and the way man thinks about 
himself and feels what he is and what he ought to 
be. Such is the common opinion of the modern 
era, which institutes such an extreme separation 
between the two realms that the question of their 
relationship is no longer even raised.26

 Modern man looks out at the starry sky and 
sees an infinitude of lifelessness, the default state 
of a vast, cold and empty universe whose multi-
tudinous parts and particles are utterly devoid of 
real meaning. Early conceptualizations of the Co-
pernican universe implicated life and intelligence 
across the distant stars in a vigorous adaptation of 
the anthropocentric Ptolemaic system. But when 
this living, purposeful cosmology was challenged 
even further, the result was a sort of universal 
disenchantment, an existential crisis that has left 
modern man feeling like an accidental being. If 
we are purposeless, then whether we are alone or 
not becomes almost a nominal concern.
 Some may romanticize, inspired by the sheer 
scope of modern astronomical observations, in 
order to generate a purely materialistic sense of 
awe and purpose, but this is only projective, as 
Huston Smith pointedly explains:

Understandably, there is a tendency to try to 
soften the stark contours of the modern view 
and “sweeten the sour apple” (Freud’s phrase). 
Einstein’s assertion that “the most beautiful emo-
tion we can experience is the mystical” is regularly 
quoted in this connection, and with equal regu-
larity it gets updated. Ursula Goodenough’s The 
Sacred Depths of Nature is the current instance. 
Goodenough admits that her nature has “no 
Creator, no superordinate meaning of mean-
ing, no purpose other than life’s continuance.” 
Still and all, it fills her with feelings of “awe and 
reverence.”
 We can be glad that it does, but how much 
comfort can we draw from that fact when the 
awe nature awakens in human beings is, like 
all emotions, no more than a Post-it note, so 
to speak, affixed to a nature that is unaware of 
being thus bedecked. Reverence and awe are 
human sentiments that extend no deeper into 
nature than human consciousness extends, and 
in a universe fifteen billion light-years across, 
that consciousness is a veneer so thin that it ap-
proaches a mathematical line.27

 Because regular Freemasonry is always the-
istic, Masons are not prone to the more extreme 
concepts of meaninglessness that fill the modern 
imagination, nor need they rely on any kind of 
secondary, merely scale-based sense of awe.

Numberless Worlds, Infinite Beings

What was it like for brethren such as Preston and Finch, 
who looked up at the infinite, starry firmament and 
imagined that every star was encircled by inhabited 
worlds filled with intelligent beings, all aspiring to 
progress and perfection?
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trends and tradition
Still, one challenge for the modern initiate is to 
contextualize his Masonic experience within the 
context of wider intellectual currents. In this con-
nection, perhaps we can understand Masonry’s 
flirtation with pluralism as something of a cau-
tionary tale.
 As interesting and stimulating as they were, 
perhaps we can be thankful that these passages 
about intelligent life existing on infinite worlds did 
not become widespread teachings of Craft Freema-
sonry. They illustrate the danger of allowing cur-
rent understandings to transform the traditional 
teachings of the Craft. Simply because something 
is widely believed at any given period, it does not 
stand to reason that the Craft should be altered to 
reflect it. Pluralism was such a widespread idea 
in the latter half of the eighteenth century that it 
must have seemed obvious to some that the Craft 
should adopt it in order to be “up to date.” 
 As a traditional system of knowledge, Free-
masonry is relatively resistant to such trends. For 
example, the Craft has never altered the degrees 
to reflect modern ideas of a purposeless universe: 
indeed, such an adaptation could not be made 
within the bounds of regular Freemasonry, which 
regards the creation as imbued with meaning. 
Implicit in the Craft’s most famous appellation 
for God, the Great Architect of the Universe, is 
the notion that the cosmos is designed to fulfill a 
divine purpose. Since Anderson’s Constitutions of 
1723,  and perhaps before, it has also been taught 
within the Craft that humanity is part of that 
purpose, through special knowledge implanted 
in the original parent and passed down through 
the generations via Masonry.28 This is expressed 
through the language of myth, and many have 
mocked its ahistorical nature, but this is to miss 
the point. The basic idea is little different than that 

expressed in our second degree:

Operative masonry . . . demonstrates that a fund 
of science and industry is implanted in the ra-
tional species for the most wise, salutary, and 
beneficent purposes.29

 The concept of that innate “fund,” implanted 
in the human heart by the universal Architect, 
represents a survival of a traditional vision of life’s 
purpose as part of an overall plan. Preston appar-
ently applied this teleological vision broadly, not 
just to human beings, but also to the residents of 
numberless worlds, all of whom we “formed for 
endless progress, in perfection and happiness.” 
 The positive potency of such a cosmological 
perspective is very difficult for us to imagine, situ-
ated as we are within the bounds of a comparatively 
bleak idea of reality.
 What was it like for brethren like Anderson, 
who saw Masonry somehow as an expression of 
a divine wisdom written on Adam’s heart at the 
moment of creation? What was it like for brethren 
who meaningfully engaged the idea that the floor 
of the lodge was the floor of Solomon’s Temple, and 
that the ceiling of the lodge was the star-decked 
heaven, the two of them joined by a “theological 
ladder” that was there to be ascended? What was 
it like for brethren such as Preston and Finch, 
who looked up at the infinite, starry firmament 
and imagined that every star was encircled by 
inhabited worlds filled with intelligent beings, all 
aspiring to progress and perfection?
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