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Like many of the richest traditions of our literary heritage, the origins of the story of the phoenix are lost in antiquity.  As it has come to us through the ages, the phoenix lore is a kink of composite of Egyptian, Greek, and Roman mythology.  It is a part of that vast store of ancient metaphysics which made an attempt to explain understandably those abstract and intangible forces and ideals of life which have become the foundation stone of our civilization.


The phoenix is said to have been a large and magnificent bird, much like an eagle, with gorgeous red and golden plumage.  The Greek word “phoenix” means “bright colored.”  It is first known to have been sacred to the Egyptian sun god, Ra, and was especially worshiped at Heliopolis in Egypt.  Apparently, then, from the very first the phoenix was associated with the sun.


According to tradition, however, the phoenix lived not in Egypt, but in Arabia, which was indeed a land of the sun.  The bird was always male and was reputed to live for 500 years.  Never more than one phoenix was alive at a time.  During its long life the phoenix strove ever sunward, but, as its span of life was nearing an end, it built a large nest of twigs of spice trees and myrrh.  Then the phoenix set the nest on fire and was consumed by the flames.  Out of the ashes came forth another phoenix, as beautiful and strong as the old, to live another five-hundred years.  As soon as the young phoenix reached maturity, he took up the remaining ashes of his father, covered them with spices, and flew to Heliopolis in Egypt, where he deposited them with reverence on the altar of the sun.

Thus the phoenix, born of fire out of the ashes, became the symbol of resurrection and eternal life.  To the Hellenic Greeks the phoenix represented everlasting life, and by Hellenistic times it came to signify glory and might of majesty as well.  The Romans were ardent in their veneration of the phoenix, and they saw in it a promise of life after death, which had meant so much to the ancient Egyptians.  In the second century after the death of Christ, early Christian theologians, keenly aware of the powerful attraction of the idea of the phoenix, attempted to transmute the symbol of the phoenix to the symbol of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.


To this day there is no more powerful aspiration of the mankind than the hope and promise of eternal life.  Out of the rich traditions of antiquity from which the fraternity draws much of its inspiration, the phoenix is the finest symbol of the permanence and everlasting qualities of fraternity.
