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Installation Address
By: Most Worshipful Matthew T. Szramoski, Grand Master

Good evening!

On behalf of the Grand Lodge officers and the newly installed District Deputy
Grand Masters | want to thank each of you for attending this special occasion.
Your dedication to these men offers them encouragement and demonstrates your
commitment in supporting them in the new roles they have assumed. | thank you
for the time you have given to be part of this installation.

| should also express my gratitude to each of you for your personal support in the
last year. It has been, perhaps, the most difficult one in my life. A major change in
my family and a diagnosis of a reoccurrence of non-Hodgkin's lymphoma. | went
through several months of chemo and then had a stem cell transplant at Hopkins
where | stayed for 35 days. You're driving me to appointments, prayers, cards,
calls and texts meant so much. All this happening when | just started a new job as
the Executive Director at the GWMNM, | guess my timing never was good. | thank
God for allowing me to be with you today.

In Romans 5:3-4, we are told “Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings,
because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance,
character; and character, hope." | have learned the importance of these words.

In planning for the year ahead, | am especially indebted to a team of men | have
named the Dragoons. This is the name of light calvary formations from the
American Revolution. They were used for scouting parties and could fight
mounted or dismounted. They were an elite unit. Similarly, my Dragoons are an
elite group of men who have helped plan and prepare all you will experience in the
year to come. Special recognition to Dave Smith and Mike Bible for their
leadership and friendship.

| want to thank the installing team for the wonderful job they did. You brethren
have been mentors to me and | respect and appreciate each of you. I'd like to
extend my gratitude to the Kena Highlanders, Alyssa Kiffer and Fred Baerenz for
performing tonight. Your musical talent offered much to the program. | wish to



thank my daughter Haley who came home from her job at a law firm in New York
City to be here this evening. Itis a bit frightening to see your daughter go off to
New York, but she has handled it well and been successful in her job. I'm very
proud of her and she is now applying to attend law school next year. She is a
wonderful daughter and | could not have asked for a better escort.

The committee that presented me was composed of three very important men in
my life. David Murray is my oldest friend; we have known each other since we
were teenagers. David and | can share many DeMolay stories, experiences
working at McDonalds, being DJs at dances and a lifetime of memories. Barry
Evans was a very young DeMolay advisor when | first met him with New River
Chapter in Pearisburg. He epitomized to me a Freemason who lived his
obligations in his daily life. He has overcome many struggles and continues to be
a positive influence on all. Finally, my son Alex Szramoski who | am so proud of.
Alex is a hard worker who understands capitalism, that makes me happy! But
more importantly, of all the men | know Alex has the biggest heart and the
strongest faith in God. He is a good man and | believe we are the first father and
son to both have served as Grand Chaplain in the Grand Lodge of Virginia.

| am blessed to have an employer that stands beside me as | begin this journey. |
want to thank the president of the GWMNM Tom Sturgeon and the Board for their
support.

| feel pretty fortunate that | have been able to give an address at two Grand Annual
Communication installations. The first time was when MW Don Robey asked me
to speak at his installation when | was State Master Councilor for DeMolay in 1987.
Here | am tonight, this time as the newly installed Grand Master. | never would
have anticipated all those years ago that | would be standing before the Grand
Lodge of Virginia once again on this stage.

In today's world we see a decline in attendance in our houses of worship, civic
organizations, charitable societies and yes even fraternal groups. Many see this
as a reflection of changing times. In 1905, George Santayana wrote “Progress, far
from consisting in change, depends on retentiveness. When change is absolute
there remains no being to improve and no direction is set for possible
improvement: and when experience is not retained, as among savages, infancy is
perpetual. Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”

In Freemasonry, too many leaders do not study the past to discover reasons or
solutions for where we are. Every year national Masonic leaders gather at various
conferences and meetings. Each time there are programs on “silver bullet”



solutions to membership and attendance problems. None of them have truly
succeeded, most have absolutely failed. Why? Many leaders are so worried
about tomorrow they are not focusing on today.

Let’s reflect for a moment on what one of our brethren wrote over sixty years ago.
The noted Masonic author Dwight Smith said in 1963 words that ring true even
now. “More than anything else today the world yearns for that same kind of
gentle, healing influence in the hearts of men. Whatever attendance troubles our
lodges are having are not caused by television, nor the automobile, nor by
bowling, nor togetherness, nor any other busyness in which our restless society is
engaged. A multitude of activities may contribute to a decline in Lodge
attendance, but they do not constitute the cause. When we complain of lack of
attendance, what we are really saying is that interest is at a low ebb, for in any
organization, if there is interest, there will be attendance. No amount of television
or bowling or endless busyness can usurp the position of eminence a Lodge of
Freemasons occupies in a man's loyalty if the Lodge is in a position to command
his loyalty.”

In today's world time has often become the most valuable commodity. If we do
not offer the member a reason to put on a coat and tie, drive to lodge and
participate they will go elsewhere or simply stay home. We have to provide an
experience that he feels offers more “return” on the time he is investing than
social media, streaming, games or whatever other distractions are seeking his
attention. We have to give him value in his membership.

Freemasonry is an exclusive and not an inclusive organization. We only accept
candidates who are men above the age of 18, of good moral character and have a
belief in a Supreme Being. Our fraternity is not for everyone, nor should it be. If
you try to be everything to everyone, you end up being nothing to anyone. We
must maintain our standards and bring in quality men who enhance our fraternity,
not demean it. We should be proud to be part of an elite fraternity whose history
stretches back to the establishment of our nation. George Washington, James
Monroe, Marquis de Lafayette, Light Horse Harry Lee and so many other founding
fathers. In 2026, we will celebrate this heritage as we commemorate the 250"
anniversary of the founding of our republic.

One of the best ways we add value to membership in the Masonic fraternity is by
“Living Our Obligations.” Let me share a few examples with you:

1. A DeMolay's mother passed away. The night of her funeral, he performed
the Flower Talk (a ceremony honoring mothers) at a DeMolay installation.



He took a white flower that evening for the first time. Spontaneously,
Masons, Easter Star, DeMolay and Jobs Daughters from around the room
approached the altar and expressed support and love for him.

. A Mason, married but with no children of his own devoted his lifetime to
serving as an advisor to Rainbow. He had more daughters than any of us.
He personified being a gentleman, a caring individual and was a role model
to emulate. At his funeral, the many daughters were there to say farewell to
a man they called "Dad.” My son's middle name was this brother’s middle
name, so in a way he has left a legacy in a son he never had.

. A DeMolay in college was sick and his car engine needed motor mounts.
On a very cold winter night, a group of Masons stood in one of their
driveways and hoisted the engine out and replaced the mounts so he had a
way to get to class and work.

. Another Mason took a young man in the summers to work on his farm in
Charles City County to get away from his abusive father. He taught the boy
about planting and harvesting, and generated a lifetime interest in
gardening. He also taught him about the wildlife on the farm and God's
design in their creation. For fun, he also taught him to shoot his first
shotgun and pistol at the age of nine!

. A Mason had been installed as Senior Deacon of his lodge (he skipped the
Junior Deacon chair). The summer after he was installed, he was in a major
automobile accident that would result in his hospitalization and thirteen
procedures over the next ten months. When he awoke after being
unconscious for a few days, he saw the Worshipful Master and Senior
Warden of his lodge sitting next to his bed, instead of leaving while he was
sleeping, they stayed and gave him company during a scary time. That
same evening, Jack Chase, a Mason from Portsmouth, visited him. He
would come each night for weeks until the young man was released from
the hospital. That hour each evening provided a lot of comfort and support.
. A young Mason received his catechism instruction from a blind man who
lost his sight in a hunting accident. His coach, although 45+ years his
senior, soon became a close friend. One day he asked for a ride to the
dentist. Assuming it was in the local area as the brother said, the young
man agreed to. The blind brother said just get on 64 and I'll tell you where
to stop. The drive went on from Yorktown to Williamsburg, Toano,
Providence Forge, Bottoms Bridge and finally all the way to Richmond!
Despite the unexpected long ride, it provided another opportunity to
strengthen the bonds of friendship. He learned from this brother that you
do not need to see to have vision.

. A Mason, newly married moved to another part of Virginia for employment.
He knew few folks in the area and was looking for ways to become engaged



with his new community. A local Mason invited him to church and
immediately he began to become acquainted with neighbors, friends and
some other Masons. He began to feel a part of the community rather that a
stranger in it.

8. A Mason needed an outpatient surgical procedure and did not have
transportation. All of his usual brethren who helped him were unavailable.
A member from another part of Virginia drove 190+ miles each way to get to
his home. He then drove another hour+ to the hospital where the surgery
was scheduled.

In all of these cases, | was the man who benefitted from these brethren living their
obligations. | knew as soon as | was old enough to turn in a petition that there was
no question | would. How could | not? All the good that had been done for me by
Masons demanded that | do. On my 21 birthday | drove to Yorktown Lodge who
coincidentally was having a degree that night and asked for a petition.

We add value to Masonic membership when we live our obligations. It inspires
others, renews members interest and demonstrates to the public at large that we
are the greatest fraternity in the world. In 2026 if we work harder to live by our
obligations, we will see a transformative change in Freemasonry. By living what
we have pledged to do, we will strengthen the “Mystic Tie." If we fail to do so, and
conduct ourselves as hypocrites we will fail our God, our fraternity and ourselves.

So, what do you need to know about the newly installed Grand Master? | was a
very quiet, shy, nerdy kid in school. | was bullied, came from a lower middle-class
family in Newport News. Many of you may not know that | was then and still am
an introvert. | am much more comfortable spending time with a few friends or
family then attending a large reception. It is something Freemasonry and my
career enabled me to eventually overcome.

In my own experience faith in God, family and fraternity have carried me through
the journey of life. Prior to the installation there was an audio-visual presentation
that featured many photos, a variety of music and images. | asked RW David
Murray to compile the piece to show that the man installed as Grand Master this
evening is the sum of those who had an influence on him in life. The only reason |
stand before you now is due to those faces you saw in the video. In a strange way
| have always had an incredible memory. | can go back to experiences of my life
from around the age of four or five until today and vividly remember exact
conversations, experiences, the food | ate, what happened. Itis a blessing and a
curse, as | can smile and think of fond memories but it can also be sad when |



remember bad ones as if they occurred yesterday. The songs featured in the
presentation, in a way, tell the story of my life.

Growing up | often felt trapped, no friends, alone, no hope or at a loss for where
life would take me. My father's alcoholism drove him to extreme violence, my
mother, always our defender was frequently ill and often hospitalized. If
somebody outside the family saw some kind of trouble, some kind of fight I'd act
like nothing was going on.

Embarrassed by all that was happening, | remained quiet and found a retreat in
reading. Books provided me a chance to see a different side of the world and the
opportunities that existed. They gave me hope and wonder. | remain a strong
bibliophile today and read 2-3 books a week.

Then at the age of fourteen, my next-door neighbor Bill Coughlin talked to me
about joining a youth group | had never heard of called DeMolay sponsored by the
Freemasons. | knew who the Freemasons were from reading but | had never
heard of this DeMolay group! Little did | know that day when he handed me a
petition to join how my life would change.

The Freemasons and DeMolays | would get to know over the next several years
would strengthen my faith, help me to get out of my shell and become the
individual | am today.

Each of them is a part of me and helped me become a better man.

Those faces you saw, and many more right up until this afternoon, helped me in
my journey. Today | am not standing here alone, but with me in spirit are Dave
Sawyer, Floyd McGowan, Jack Chase, Doug McKenzie, Jimmy Sparrer, Lester
Halverson and many more men who were my advisors and Masonic mentors. An
early snow came to several of my DeMolay friends (most of whom became
Masons as well) like Chad Farr, Steve Vanegas, Joey Orman and others whose
loss is offset by knowing they are present as well. These men stand with me here
on this stage, as | represent them as well as you.

Enough about me, lets talk about the year ahead and a vision of serving the Craft.

In a time where faith is attacked, where morality is often not revered, where few
chose to honor their commitments-Freemasonry stands above the common
culture. We have stood firm for teaching the same lessons and values handed
down to our fraternity for almost 250 years.



As a leader in Freemasonry, each of us must inspire our fellow members to aspire
to be Masons who live their obligations, to have lodges that gives value to
members. We need to make sure that in them we provide education, brotherhood,
help aid and assistance to our membership.

In the past the Grand Line have worked together. Beginning this year, we have
also planned together. You cannot in a single year effect improvements that are
needed. You can take action, make steps forward but long-term issues require
long term solutions. | am so proud that your Grand Line is united in focusing on
programs and activities that will take several years to produce results rather then
start from the beginning each year. We must have a plan, implement it and modify
it as needed over time.

| believe that when one is elected to Grand Master it is a great honor, but more
important is the fact that in this position you are here to serve the brethren as a
leader, not for them to serve you. My role is to help each Virginia Freemason find
value in membership. To help provide tools and programs for our lodges to excel.
Perhaps most importantly, to motivate, engage and encourage each of you as
Mason's to want to make a greater investment in our organization. If we do this
more men will desire membership, retention will increase and we will show
progress.

| am the first Grand Master who was born after the “Baby Boom."” | am a
Generation X member. The rest of the line are boomers, but it doesn't matter.
Freemasonry judges by the internal and not external. A good heart and a good
mind do not know age, occupation, wealth or any other measure we may use.

Two things | will not be:

1. Always right.
2. Always on time.

Two things | will be:

1. Committed to assisting you and your lodge to the best of my ability
2. Serve you as a brother regardless of your title

| read a quote at the District Deputy Conference this year from Brother and
Admiral Bull Halsey who said “There are no great men, only great challenges that
ordinary men are forced by circumstances to meet.”

| am just an ordinary man in an extraordinary position. The next year is not my
year, but it is our year! | can only succeed as a leader if we are together



committed to doing more, to doing better. Each of us must live by our obligations.
Help that next young man whose life you may change in ways you will never see.

Thank you for being my family, my friends and my brethren- may God bless each
of you and your families, God bless America and God bless the Grand Lodge of
Virginia.
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