
 

 

PRESERVING THE SACRED SILENCE 
Approaching the Ritual in Probationary Member Education 

 
“When secrecy becomes a certain protection in whose shadow embryonic ideas are born and nurtured then it becomes 
indeed a sacred silence. For every form of life, from flower to very man himself, requires this fostering period of protected 
germination.” 

     - Rollin Malbone Pease 
 
 

March 1, 2000 
 
Dear Brothers: 
 
Over the course of this triennium, it has been my fortunate opportunity to meet countless Sinfonians 
from every part of our nation and to engage with them in earnest discussion on fraternal education 
and the Ritual. This experience has demonstrated to me that there is a vast resurgence of interest in 
the Spirit and Mysteries of the Sinfonia and the vision of its revered founders that springs from the 
grass-roots level of our Brotherhood. At the beginning of the Fraternity’s second century, the words 
of our elder brothers guide us in a noble search for Truth that will lead us and our successors to a 
greater fraternal experience, both within the Fraternity and “in the broader and fuller life beyond its 
portals.” 
 
In order to foster the continued expansion of this nation-wide movement in fraternal idealism, we 
must identify the major challenges to this positive trend and devise a means of overcoming them. 
One of the greatest threats to this movement is the reluctance of many chapters to venture beyond a 
superficial meaning of the Fraternity’s virtues when educating probationary members. The 
unfortunate result is a failure to prepare future Sinfonians for the most fundamental fraternal 
experience—the Initiation Ritual. Such reluctance arises most often from a general confusion 
surrounding what may be appropriately revealed to probationary members and what must remain 
strictly secret. Brothers who are hesitant to reveal “too much” often err instead on the side of 
revealing far too little, resulting in a failure to communicate concepts that are critical to understanding 
the virtues, philosophy and mission of Sinfonia. How, then, can we determine what may be spoken 
of openly and what is to be revealed only to the initiated? What specific information is considered 
“secret” in Sinfonia?  
 
Secrecy is defined as “a state of concealing some knowledge.” In Sinfonia, that knowledge pertains 
almost exclusively to the specific content of the Initiation Ritual. Our Fraternity is not unique in this 
respect; ritual is most often the greatest secret of any fraternal order. In The Sociology of Secrecy, George 
Simmel writes, “That which is most striking about the treatment of the ritual in secret societies is not 
merely the precision with which it is observed, but first of all the anxiety with which it is guarded as a 
secret—as though the unveiling of it were precisely as fatal as betrayal of the purposes and actions of 
the society, or even the existence of the society altogether.” In Sinfonia, where neither the list of 
members nor the statement of purpose are hidden from view (characteristics which typically define a 
“secret society”), members are prohibited from revealing the content of the Ritual to the uninitiated. 
Some members take this so far that they will not utter the word “Ritual” around non-Sinfonians and 
make great efforts to hide any word or action that might even suggest that a Ritual exists. These men 
fail to recognize that the Vow of Secrecy defines only the content and not the existence of the Ritual as 
secret. In other words, the fact that Sinfonia has a Ritual is not a secret. Rather, it is the specific details 
of the Ritual—the actual text of the ceremony, the deepest message of that text, the signs by which 
Sinfonians are identified as members, the mystic words and symbols, and particularly the significance 
of the coat-of-arms and membership pin—that comprise the secret body of knowledge that may be 
revealed only to the initiated. So what is the purpose of concealing this information? What benefit is 



 

 

derived from treating the presence of certain words and ideas in the Ritual as secret? Albert Mackey, 
in A Lexicon of Freemasonry, writes: 
 

The traditions and esoteric doctrines of our order are too valuable and too sacred to be 
permitted to become the topic of conversation for every idler who may desire to occupy his 
moments of leisure in speculations upon subjects which require much previous study and 
preparation to qualify the critic for a ripe and equitable judgment. Hence are they preserved, 
like the rich jewel in its casket, in the secret recesses of our lodge, to be brought forth only 
when the ceremonies with which their exhibition is accompanied have inspired that 
solemnity of feeling with which alone they should be approached. 

 
Those concepts which are too elevated for casual conversation and which should be approached only 
with great reverence are shielded from scorn or triviality by their inclusion in the Ritual. The virtues 
of Φ Μ Α, Sinfonia are not exclusive to our Fraternity, but presenting them as secrets within the 
context of a ritual teaches the member to regard them as privileged information and with an elevated 
sense of pride and personal ownership. Ideally, this results in an internalization of the virtues as the 
Sinfonian’s personal value system. Through the Ritual, the virtues of the Fraternity take on elevated 
new meaning because they are presented as treasures that are to be guarded as sacred, and because 
the initiate formally associates them with himself through a solemn oath. 
 
However, this cloak of secrecy that serves a vital function must not prevent Sinfonians from 
discussing the virtues of the Brotherhood with probationary members. The virtues of Sinfonia can 
and should be discussed openly with probationary members as concepts, but the specific words must not 
be revealed in such a way that their formal connection to the structure of the Ritual or to the mystic 
letters and symbols of the Fraternity is established. In doing so, the probationary membership period 
becomes a time for learning how these general concepts are relevant to both the Fraternity and to the 
individual member, but the formal association of the specific virtues to the Fraternity and the member is 
reserved for the Ritual. The problem that arises in many chapters is that members have difficulty 
seeing the distinction between revealing the specific content of the Ritual and discussing concepts that are 
presented in the Ritual outside of this context. When discussing a virtue of the Brotherhood, it is not 
acceptable to tell the probationary member, “this is a virtue that is presented in our Ritual, is related 
to the letter X, and is symbolized by the symbol Y.” However, it is necessary for the probationary 
member to have a thorough understanding of the virtue, how it serves to build better men and a 
stronger Fraternity, and how it can be exemplified in his daily life. For further clarification on this 
subject, I highly recommend that all Brothers read the Guide to Color Activities created by Province 5 
Governor Mark Lichtenberg. The introduction of this superb resource treats the subject of what is 
and what is not secret with a specificity that cannot be permitted in this current message. 
 
One of the most destructive trends in fraternal education is that many chapters never discuss with 
probationary members the obligations which are assumed upon initiation and the function of ritual in 
general. Chapters often avoid discussing certain aspects of initiation because they want the Ritual to 
be surrounded by mystery. However, the true Mystery of initiation can only be understood when the 
initiate possesses certain knowledge. That knowledge consists of the following points. 
 
First, the probationary member must understand the function of ritual in society. For females, the 
beginning of the menstrual cycle marks the passage from girlhood to womanhood. For males, 
however, there is no similarly manifest biological event. Therefore, throughout the ages, formalized 
rites of passage have been devised for males in society to mark the end of childhood and the 
beginning of adulthood. In this sense, Sinfonia’s initiation rite has a similar function as a wedding or 
a funeral in that it marks a progression to the next phase in the life cycle. The Ritual enacts a 
symbolic death and resurrection sequence in which the initiate puts aside his child-like self whose 
primary interest is his own personal desires, and is reborn as an adult who is to be concerned with 



 

 

the betterment of society as a whole and “the best in others for the good of all.” Thus, the initiate 
must understand the Ritual as a transformative experience, not as a mere induction ceremony by 
which the Fraternity increases its membership. Through the Ritual, the initiate relinquishes his 
former self and recognizes that he is part of a greater and divine whole. Having undergone this 
transformation from mortal to divine, he dedicates himself wholly to the uplift of his fellow man 
through the Fraternity’s virtues and the beauty and power of his art. The primary purpose for the 
creation and existence of the Sinfonia is to begin this process of moral and spiritual development, 
and the probationary member must understand that, as a Sinfonian, he will be expected to 
continually seek further enlightenment to achieve this transformation. 
 
Next, the probationary member must understand the scope and magnitude of the society that he is 
about to join. Through initiation, he becomes not only a member of his local chapter, but also one of 
over 140,000 brothers who have been initiated over the course of the past century into the nation’s 
oldest and largest Greek music fraternity. Beyond this, he becomes a member of the American Greek 
Fraternity System, which exists to build better men and for the betterment of mankind. Through 
Sinfonia, he pledges to accomplish this goal using two common tools shared by all Sinfonians—
virtue and music. On the most significant level, the Sinfonian becomes another guardian of an 
ancient philosophy that has been passed on for thousands of years by successive torchbearers from 
the Temples of Memphis, to the Mount of Eleusis, to the shores of the New World. With this 
knowledge, the initiate should approach the Ritual with a deep sense of awe and a heightened 
consciousness that will increase the impact of the experience and will motivate him to further 
investigate this ancient tradition after initiation.  
 
Finally, the probationary member must understand the Ritual as the one uniform exalted experience 
that binds all Sinfonians together into one great Brotherhood. Individuals who share a unique and 
intense experience that defies description by words are bound together by “fellowship in exalted 
experience.” Rollin M. Pease, “author of the Ritual,” wrote in The Sinfonian on this subject: 
 

Two men stand before a noted surgeon. He takes a pencil and paper from his pocket, and 
draws a vivid crimson triangle. A child has been hurt in an automobile accident. ‘This point,’ 
says the surgeon, ‘is pressing upon the delicate tissue of the brain. We must cut off this tip, 
then reach in and draw the bone back into place. Thank God she is young and the bone is 
still flexible. Shall we try?’ The father nods assent. The men sit in eloquent silence or speak 
lightly. Two hours later the surgeon returns smiling. ‘She will be all right,’ he says. The men 
bow their thanks, walk silently in the night, and separate to their respective homes. They 
have shared a fellowship in exalted experience, not clearly defined in words, but very, very 
real… 
 
Again, you have just finished playing and singing the community “Messiah.” Two hundred 
of you have woven the fugal lacework, or thundered the choral masses of the deathless 
masterpiece. The final “Amen” has spent its last echo. You climb down from your place 
with smiling lips and outstretched hand. You must shake hands with somebody… You have 
united in a fellowship of exalted experience, not clearly defined in words, but very, very real. 

 
There are certain experiences that we undergo which, positive or negative, have deep significance 
beyond the common occurrences of our daily lives. When two or more individuals share such an 
experience they are bound together by a mystic tie that transcends mere friendship. They can attempt 
to put the experience into words for those who did not share it, but the bond based on that 
experience and the intensity of feeling that accompanied it can never be conveyed.  
 
Members of a probationary class may share experiences as a group that forge a unique personal bond 
between them. Brothers in a specific chapter will undoubtedly undergo certain experiences that can 



 

 

never be shared with another chapter. The Ritual, however, by virtue of its unvarying form and 
presentation, is an experience shared by all Sinfonians. The fact that so many men, despite 
separations of time and geography, undergo this identical experience binds all Sinfonians together, 
just as the members of a probationary class or chapter are bound together by their own common 
experiences. Thus, uniformity in presentation of the Ritual, not only in the memorization of text but 
also in staging, regalia and properties, is absolutely essential to the preservation of one of the 
Fraternity’s most basic tenets. It is crucial that probationary members understand this concept of 
exalted experience before initiation. They must view the Ritual as an experience that binds them to 
countless Sinfonians, past, present and future, by virtue of the fact that it is the one doorway through 
which all members must pass on the beginning of their path to becoming true Sinfonians. Without 
this understanding of the Ritual and how it creates the bond between all members, the initiates are 
likely to view it as nothing more than a formality of attaining membership, rather than as the 
fundamental core experience that unites all Sinfonians. 
  
Sinfonia stands today in the midst of a revolution of spirit and a revelation of knowledge. Brothers in 
over two hundred chapters across the nation long for the words of Sinfonia’s founders to guide the 
Fraternity toward its intended goal. They thirst for a deeper understanding of the Initiation Ritual. 
Yet, in many chapters, “tradition” and well-intentioned, yet misguided concepts of secrecy continue 
to deny future Sinfonians of the rich fraternal experience that is the right of every initiate. 
 
Let us tear down the empty traditions of the local chapter that prevent our future Brothers from 
understanding the heritage of our past and the deep significance of initiation. Let us take seriously 
our roles as mentors to the men who have been commended to us for guidance and whose personal 
development is our sworn duty. Only by taking the development of every member as a serious, 
personal obligation can we aid the Fraternity in building better men. Only by building better men will 
the Sinfonia attain it mission—the uplift of mankind. Let every Sinfonian seriously consider his 
solemn Obligation today and strive to achieve this mission by building a better Sinfonia, one man at a 
time. 
 
Fraternally yours, 
In ΦMA, 
 
John A. Mongiovi 
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