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Distinguished Guests, E Companions and Companions one and all – 
It is a great delight to welcome you all here to St George’s Avenue this afternoon to this our Annual Convocation.
It has been a great privilege to introduce earlier our many distinguished Guests, many of whom have travelled considerable distances to be with us and, of course, our many friends from within our own Province – the Heads of Other Orders and their Deputies. How good it is to see them all. 

And I reserve a particular welcome to TWO of my predecessors – E Comp Roy Clark and of course, E Comp Peter Kitson.

But I extend a particular welcome to you, the Companions of Northamptonshire & Huntingdonshire. Remarkably, year on year, your numbers at our Annual Convocation increase and your resolute support for the Holy Royal Arch is once again truly exemplified by your very presence here today.    
And please take back to your Chapters yet again my sincere thanks on behalf of the Executive for the warmth of the welcome we have received on our official visits. It has meant a great deal to us.
And in a year in which we extended our “Team Visit” schedule with full Provincial regalia and pageantry on display, we were grateful to Pemberton and Thistle & Rose Chapters who received us so generously in February and April respectively. We enjoyed each other’s company in the best of Royal Arch tradition and companionship but my sincere apologies again to the Companions of Pemberton Chapter however for my own late withdrawal on that rather special occasion in February - indeed the date did clash with my Mother-in-Law’s birthday which could have cost me a lot of brownie points – but more embarrassingly the dreaded swine-flu struck on the very day that Her Majesty’s Government formally announced that the pandemic was over!

                        XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Companions, to those who have been appointed, re-appointed or promoted this afternoon, I congratulate you all. Such recognition is well deserved but such preferments are not waved around and scattered with gay abandon – they come at a price in the knowledge that you will continue to promote and support the Supreme Degree with a renewed commitment and by enlightening those who have yet to complete the fourth and final phase of their Masonic journey.
That is the challenge that I set you this afternoon – it is a collective responsibility for us all, not just a few.

                        XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Companions, at the Investiture Meeting of Supreme Grand Chapter towards the end of April, E Comp Tony Greene, as our Provincial Grand Treasurer, was appointed to PGStdB and E Comp Stan Goakes of Dr Oliver Chapter was promoted to like rank for his 32 years of commitment to the Royal Arch in Peterborough in particular.
And, of course, what gave us all such great pleasure was to see E Comp Bill Rutherford, with his mobility somewhat restricted on the day, receive his first appointment to PGStdB when the Pro First Grand Principal left his dais to invest E Comp Bill in the west of Supreme Grand Chapter with a few personal words. His appointment comes as a long overdue reward for his commitment over many years to the Royal Arch in particular in Corby and, in this particular case, my sincere thanks to the Assistant Grand Scribe Ezra, E Comp Graham Redman, for his advice and guidance.
Companions, such preferments, both at Grand Rank and Provincial levels, are all well-earned and richly deserved. On behalf of us all, I express our hearty congratulations to all those worthy recipients but with a gentle and timely reminder that, together, we still have much to do.

And whilst referring to the recent Investiture Meetings at Great Queen Street, the more observant ones amongst you may have noted that today I (and a few others no doubt) wear the newly introduced Royal Arch tie. For some time, SGC has been debating ways of how best they too can help in raising the profile of the Royal Arch and marking its identity even further.

It was formally announced that the new tie was immediately available for purchase and that, if so desired, it could be worn both in Royal Arch Chapters and in our Craft Lodges.

That said, Companions, the Provincial Grand Master and I have discussed the various implications, bearing in mind that our own Provincial tie was originally introduced to accommodate the needs of both the Craft and the Royal Arch in both its design and blend of colours and to illustrate that indissoluble link between us. 

Our own tie is, of course, worn in this Province at both Craft and Royal Arch meetings therefore and it continues to serve us well, sales of which have made a considerable contribution towards our own 2013 Festival Appeal. As such, we believe that it still has its full course to run and whilst the new Royal Arch tie therefore can be worn in all Royal Arch convocations in this and other Provinces, and indeed in Supreme Grand Chapter itself (although interestingly not in Grand Lodge), guidelines for the wearing of the new Royal Arch tie in Craft meetings within this Province and beyond will be discussed further with the Provincial Grand Master and you will be updated in due course.

The introduction of a new Royal Arch tie should not be allowed to absorb too much energy or cause too much of a debate; indeed, perhaps some might argue that, as a priority, there are more pressing issues to address but, Companions, I will leave it with you to decide whether or when you should make your purchase, as the case may be.
                        XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Companions, as you will have noted, I have been delighted to re-appoint today E Comp David Jackson as Deputy Grand Superintendent – a loyal Deputy, totally supportive but thankfully, with such a calming influence in my more excitable moments.

Likewise, I am pleased to confirm the re-appointment of E Comp Roger Wood as our Third Provincial Grand Principal after a very successful first 12 months.
However, Companions, as you will have seen, E Comp Terry Roy stands down today as our Second Provincial Grand Principal after no less than 12 consecutive years in continued active Office. A well deserved break is now due and in his stead, I have been pleased to appoint E Comp Michael Coleman who is no stranger to the Provincial Executive and will be well known to many of you. I know that our Chapters will extend all the usual courtesies to him as he starts up again from where he left off some three years ago.

                            XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Companions, in terms of membership, 2009 was by any standards another satisfactory year – exaltees again held up well at 49 (just under two per Working Chapter), resignations were down yet further to 30 and even in the calendar year, with the sad passing of 21 Companions to the Grand Chapter Above whose memories we honoured earlier, we can still be well pleased with a further increase in memberships to 1467 as at year end.  Total members increased by like amount and at 1274, we seem to have recovered from the losses encountered unexpectedly some 3/4 years ago.

We can set out our strategies for recruitment, retention and even retrieval, in all of which we have had our successes, but we constantly bear in mind that the aging demographics of the Royal Arch can always turn against us when we least expect it. We are always at the mercy of TTALGMH in whom he might call for more active service in the Grand Chapter above.

Yet, the percentage of Craft Masons as subscribing members of the Royal Arch has also edged forward to recover our 2005 position and the percentage of those members who regularly attend their Chapters has also increased over the last three years to approximately 48% - a reasonably satisfactory improvement from our point of view but, in reality, we still fall a little short of the penetration levels achieved in some of our neighbouring Provinces.

I make no apology for saying it again, the “absenters” of today could well prove the resignations of tomorrow - and again I challenge our newly appointed Chapter Almoners to ask the questions; this is part of their retention role and our PrGAlmoner knows what has to be done - if after all our endeavours we fail then at least we will have tried and we can ask for nothing more.

                        XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Companions - “Whither directing our course?” – words, of course, attributed to Lord Northampton when he said in 2007 -

“To do nothing is not an option if we are to reverse the fortunes of the Holy Royal Arch”

How true – and on the back of our well established Craft mentoring initiative, we in the Royal Arch adopted a simplified version some two years ago, the framework for which was put into place in conjunction with our Grand Officers so well, long before any formal recommendations were received from SGC.

In the Masonic year to May 2009, 120 Brethren were raised to the Third Degree; a further 101 were raised this year - over 220 new, potential Royal Arch Masons therefore standing without, all of whom, in an ideal world, should have been contacted in a prescribed way by a locally based Grand Officer. 

But in a number of cases I suspect, we will have fallen short - yet with the framework well established, we now only have to strengthen the Grand Officer network over our six main centres with other experienced Provincial Officers who, in conjunction with their Grand Officers, will help us to drive our “mentoring” initiative forward. 

Those Master Masons that might have slipped the net for whatever reason will be contacted direct over the summer months to encourage them again, if need be, to complete their Masonic experience.

And by way of a further initiative adopted from a very successful formula as used by the Province of Leicestershire & Rutland (and my grateful thanks to them) we plan to host a series of evening meetings for Master Masons and newly exalted Companions in a relaxed and informal atmosphere with no hard sell but where we can again promote, explain and encourage the very completion of their Masonic journey. Further details will be advised to Chapters later this year.

                        XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
And turning our thoughts to the 2013 Festival and to demonstrate the bond we share with the Craft, it remains my wish to see the Royal Arch make a just and fair contribution. We were all delighted to see our PrGCharity Steward, E Comp Mike Green, make a further donation this afternoon on behalf of the Royal Arch Province.

As many of you will have heard the Provincial Grand Master confirm at Provincial Grand Lodge a month or so ago, we are currently running at 87% of our target of £1.6m with still three years to run. The Royal Arch total to date is now in excess of £12500 - from a nil base, a modest but reasonable sum thus far.

Against the recessionary climate of the last two years and in the face of charity appeals through the Craft, partly through the Royal Arch and not forgetting the 2010 Mark Festival Appeal which now draws to a close, we have to be careful not to make too heavy a demand on the same pockets that have so generously donated thus far. Claims on one’s charity should only be as one’s circumstances in life may fairly warrant - the economic outlook, as we know only too well, predicts a bumpy ride for the next few years. 

I would therefore ask our Chapter Almoners to identify any early signs of possible financial hardship amongst certain of our older members in particular and consider whatever remedial action might be deemed necessary.

And one further claim on our Charity might well be imminent – I give preliminary notice today that in 2013, the Royal Arch will celebrate a major milestone in its history - the bi-centenary of the declaration that the Supreme Degree is the completion of Pure Antient Masonry as we know it today. Details of the planned celebrations will be advised in due course but to mark the occasion in some significant and meaningful way, it is suggested that the Royal Arch should fund Royal Arch bursaries for the Royal College of Surgeons. Again we will notify you as soon as the finer details are known and no doubt, our support and assistance will be sought in some acceptable way.

                        XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
So, Companions, we can reflect on another satisfactory year; it has been a year in which our numbers have again increased; a year in which the profile of the Royal Arch has been further enhanced and not least by the successful launch of “How and Why the Royal Arch” – a re-enactment by the Provincial Demonstration Team under the direction of E Comp Barry Weigleb and Bill Purcell, highlighting the emergence of the Royal Arch in the mid-18th Century amongst the conflicts it caused between the two opposing Grand Lodges of the time -  for those of you who have already seen it, you will no doubt agree that is a highly entertaining and informative performance which I strongly recommend to you all.

It was last performed as recently as Tuesday of last week by invitation at Euclid Chapter of First Principals , meeting at Great Queen Street and by all accounts, it was received with considerable acclaim.

Yes, Companions, the Royal Arch continues to move forward - a mood of optimism prevails but there is still much work to do. There are those in the Craft who are still undecided, hovering on the sidelines where a few words of encouragement and gentle persuasion from you will convince them of the benefits of the Royal Arch and its very purpose.

Remind them that the Royal Arch is not an optional extra – it enriches the teachings of the three degrees of Craft – it brings the Master Masons’ journey to that glorious conclusion after the tragedy and anguish of his Third Degree, the rediscovery of that which was lost - the reawakening of one’s own spiritual awareness with his G, his Supreme Being, in whatever form that Supreme Being presents himself to each and everyone of us. 

A simple message but a simple message which I believe those 220 new Master Masons raised to the Third Degree over the last two years will understand as they contemplate sooner or later, and they will, the fourth stage of their Masonic journey.

                         XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

In the Holy Royal Arch, ours is the defining moment, Companions - enjoy it and celebrate it whilst remaining ever mindful that we are, even so, mere temporary custodians of a great Masonic tradition which has stood the test of time for well over 250 years. The Royal Arch will continue to have a vital role to play, undeniably the completion of Pure Antient Masonry, the very completion of Craft Masonry itself and the essential next step for every aspiring Master Mason.
As I now draw to a close, Companions, I express my sincere thanks to the Provincial Secretarial team for all their hard work and for the administrative arrangements for this afternoon; to the Provincial GDC and his team for keeping us on the straight and narrow throughout; to those outgoing Provincial Officers of the year who have supported the Executive magnificently over the last 12 months; not least to the Provincial Grand Master whose support for the Royal Arch and to me personally has been immense and of course, not forgetting the members of Kingsley Chapter here in Northampton under whose banner we have met this afternoon and who have helped to ensure such a smooth operation today -  my grateful thanks to each and everyone of you. 

But above all, to you, the Companions of Northamptonshire & Huntingdonshire – thank you for being here today and thank you for joining me on this mission, for whatever progress we may have made, for whatever goals we may have already accomplished, for whatever hopes and aspirations we will share for the future, the success of this Province is down to you, Companions, and I thank you for it.

Enjoy the Summer break; we’ll meet up again soon and thank you for listening so attentively.
