FRIDAY, 7 SEPTEMBER 2007

REFLECTION ON THE HISTORY OF THE ORDER

Confreres and Dames of the Order of Malta

This morning we are privileged to be commemorating an event, an institution, and a mission, and doing so in surroundings which resonate so magnificently with our subject matter.

We have already begin our day with nourishment for our soul, namely the holy sacrifice of the Mass offered in the lovely setting of the Co-Cathedral, and our admiring of the fine artwork which ennobles that place.

Now it is time to nourish our minds with this first discourse in which I want to revisit with you some of the notable times and places which have marked the history of the Sovereign Military order of Malta over the centuries.
To do so I must take you back in time …almost a millennium ago.  
“An event, an institution, and a mission …”
The event is the capture of Jerusalem just over 900 years ago during the course of the first Crusade.

The institution is this Sovereign Military and Hospitaller Order of St. John of

Jerusalem, Rhodes, and Malta whose symbols we wear with pride .

The mission is the care of the sick and the defence of pilgrims which in one

way or another has survived over the 900 years.

Let us start with the event … 

Are we here in Malta thanking God for the capture of Jerusalem? Hardly! No doubt there was rejoicing throughout Europe when the news reached cities and villages and country places that Jerusalem had been taken. That after all was the purpose of the first Crusade: to occupy the places made holy by the birth, death and resurrection of Christ, and to make it possible for pilgrims to go there in safety and return with their unforgettable memories - as they still do today. 
But 150 years later the city of Jerusalem was again in the hands of the infidel, and any claim it might have had to be the capital of a Christian kingdom, or indeed the centre of the Christian world, other than in a spiritual sense, could never thereafter be sustained. 
It continues, to this day, to be a city fought over, and its peace, which would be reason enough for our thanksgiving. remains sadly unsecured. 
I visited the Holy Places just last year and returned dismayed at the tensions I encountered there, the social inequalities, the injustices, the construction of a so-called peace fence which is literally cutting communities in half.

It is as if all the gifts the Christ child came to bring to that holy land are spurned … in place of harmony, discrord reigns. In place of unity, division holds sway. In place of peace, armed conflict rages.

I suggest that each of us find a place in our prayer in the coming days to remember the land of Jesus and those who live there today, asking Our Lord to finally bring concord to that troubled strip of land.

The Institution … Do we give thanks then for the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, of Rhodes and of Malta? More so. When the crusaders entered Jerusalem on that July day 900 years ago they found within the city a hospital which was administered by Blessed Gerard and his brothers, who are considered to be the founders of the Order. 
With Jerusalem in Crusader hands, Christians pilgrims came in droves to visit the Holy Places. Hospices were erected all along the pilgrim routes. It was the genius of Blessed Gerard to organise these into a religious network under the authority of the Master of the hospital in Jerusalem. 

Members moved from house to house but lived a community life according to a single rule. In this, Brotber Gerard invented a new type of religious Order, similar in some ways to the Cistercian Order founded by St. Bernard around the same time. 

The hospice or hospital work of Brother Gerard and his companions developed further when members of the community took up arms to defend the pilgrim routes.

Monks dedicated to the care of the sick became soldiers. They became owners of castles and commanders of armies. By the time of the second Master of the hospital, Raymond du Puy the hospitaller Order had become also a military Order.

When the Order was forced to leave Jerusalem it established a new centre at St. Jean d' Acre. After the fall of Acre it was the turn of Limassol in Cyprus to became the base of the Order. Once again it was forced to retreat; this time to Rhodes. There it built a great hospital the remains of which can still be seen today. The Knights had not forgotten the Statutes of the Order: "We ought not to apply ourselves more particularly to any other function, than to that from which our Order received its denomination" namely the hospice named after St. John the Baptist in Jerusalem.

The Order was driven out of Rhodes by Sulaiman the Magnificent who, recognising the bravery of the Knights, allowed them to leave with honour. 
In 1530 the Emperor Charles V gave them this lovely island of Malta. Even here though, the Knights were vulnerable to Turkish attack.
Sulaiman sent in 1565 a powerful fleet which landed tens of thousands of Muslim infantry who were heroically repulsed by a comparatively small garrison of Knights. 
After the departure of the Turkish fleet the Grand Master de Vallette built the great fortified city and harbour that bears his name to this day. 
It rendered Malta impregnable - a powerful bastion of Christendom on its southern Mediterranean approaches. 
The protection of the pilgrims had become the defence of Christendom itself.

The Order maintained its galleys and its Maltese followers fought courageously at Lepanto, that decisive sea battle in 1571 which checked what appeared to be the inexorable advance of the Muslim Turks towards central Europe.
St. Pius V instituted the feast of the Holy Rosary as an expression of his conviction that it was not only by arms but by prayer and the intercession of Our Lady that the Christian forces had been triumphant. Our Lady, known by her icon as of Philerme has long been the patroness of the Order. The deep piety of the Order’s Knights and Dames towards the Mother of God is one of its most beautiful traditions. I
You may have noticved this morning that in St. John's Cathedral the side chapels recall the different language groups of the Order, reminding us of the existence throughout Europe (and into the New WorId) of preceptories and houses which had their own local influence on princes and states - and on the Church. 
Torpichen and Maryculter survived in Scotland until the Reformation.

Meanwhile here in Malta the Knights lived in increasingly princely style building palaces as well as hospitals, churches as well as fortresses. Their fighting spirit had long passed when Napoleon on the way to Egypt took Malta from them. 
That the Maltese should prefer the British to the Knights, after the defeat of Napoleon, indicates all too clearly that they had tired of the autocratic rule of the Order. And so once again the Knights were homeless. 
Once again they found a Prince ready to give them shelter. In this case it was the Pope himself.  He confirmed the Order's sovereign status and established its headquarters in Rome where it remains to this day.
The real reason however for our thanksgjving however is the maintenance by the Order over the 900 years of its existence of its two main and essential works, namely the tuitio fidei, literally the defence of the faith, and the servitium pauperum, the service of the poor, which has been expressed above all in the care of "Our Lords, the sick".

Once there were the great hospitals of the Order in Jerusalem, Rhodes and Malta. Today they are found throughout Europe and elsewhere, and include the Hospital of St. John and St. Elizabeth in London under the Order's patronage. There are homes for the elderly, and imaginative projects set up to help the infirm, such as "Dial a Joumey" operative back home in Scotland. The International May Pilgrimage with the sick to Lourdes increases in numbers year by year.
We should see the influence of the Order's tradition in those like associations such as The Most Venerable Order of St. John founded by a Royal Charter in Victorian days, and other associations of Knights who have St. John as their patron. We should acknowledge also the Companions of the Order and the many others who support its charitable causes.

The Order maintains its strong tradition of loyalty to the Catholic faith, and while its good works are perhaps less visible today than in times past, they are nevertheless of greater significance to the Order's members than badges of nobility and association with those old Catholic families which have served the Order over many generations. 
It is the religious bond which matters most, a bond sealed by there being still at the heart of the Order those members who take vows of poverty, chastity and obedience as Knights of Justice, monks in the world. They recall powerfully the origins of the Order.
The revival in recent years of the Grand Priory of England, with its Delegation of Scotland and the Northern Marches, shows that the original charism of the Order can still inspire the wholehearted devotion of men and women. 
What we adhere to is ultimately not a set of disembodied virtues, but the Incarnate Lord whose compassion for the poor and whose care of the sick have always been the Order's deepest inspiration.

This is the reason why the Order has survived for 900 years, despite all its ups and downs, its triumphs and its defeats, and it will survive whatever comes, as long as the poor are among us and there are men and women who feel compassion for them, in the heart of Christ. 
For that we truly thank God.
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