CELEBRATING NINE CENTURIES OF SURVIVAL 

Comm. Dr. George Gregory Buttigieg. M.D., L.R.C.P., (Lond.)
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Logo of Celebrations

900 strong they came, proud in the strength of survival, and in the beatific remembrance of the cross emblazoned on their habits. The three-day pilgrimage, launching the ninth centenary celebrations, witnessed the gathering in Malta of knights and dames of S.M.O.M. from the Four Corners of the world.  Although the highlight of this colourful gathering was to be the lease agreement of St. Angelo with the Maltese Government, the colourful pageantry evoked much that was historical and dear, both to Malta and to the Order.     Thus, as the sea of S.M.O.M. Church Robes winded its way from King’s Gate along the streets of Valletta to St. John’s Co—Cathedral, the Order’s Conventual Church, one could not but emotionally envisage a symbolic march of return of the Order to Malta, its last and historically best known home.     Likewise, as the members of S.M.O.M., far in excess of the original eight classical Langues, heard mass in the historic Church of St. Lawrence in Vittoriosa, a deep spiritual oneness seemed to breach the veil of time. A psychic unity which transcended time and space, seemed to unite all present in the celebrations with the souls of the confreres of old, who sung that unforgettable Te Deum in 1565, after the bloody victory over the Ottoman. An almost palpable sub-conscious racial memory seemed to arise and haunt one and all, as the commencement of the ninth centenary celebrations was launched. The Order had come home!
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Count Marullo di Condojanni, Grand Chancellor (standing); Dr. Fenech Adami, Maltese Prime Minister, and Dr. Hugo Mifsud Bonnici, President of Malta.
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The opening steps of the Jubilee Year were heralded by an International press conference given on Friday 4th December at the Corinthia San Gorg Hotel and attended by various print journalists and TV crews as well as members of the Order.  H.E., the Grand Chancellor, Amb. Count Carlo Marullo di Condojanni, flanked by the Grand Commander, H.E. the Venerable Bailli Fra Ludwig Hoffmann von Rumerstein and the Grand Hospitaller, H.E. Albrecht von Boeselager, ably discussed the planned agenda.   The future role of Fort St. Angelo, the relationship between the Republic of Malta and S.M.O.M., and the Order’s constitutional reforms, were the chief topics dealt with. 
The Prince and Grand Master (right) sitting with the President of Malta
The Grand Chancellor confirmed the return of the Order to Malta, but also pointed out that the Order will be keeping its headquarters in Rome. He stressed that although Sovereignty was not being discussed at all with the Maltese Government, but that S.M.O.M. planned to assist the Island in its development and international undertakings especially from the humanitarian standpoint. The longstanding and close relationship of S.M.O.M. with the Italian Republic, the Vatican and Rome was not to be affected in any way.

On Saturday 5th December, the Gates of the City built by the knights of St. John, witnessed the rare and unprecedented spectacle of 900 knights and dames of the Sovereign Order, dressed in their Church robes. The Maltese Confreres met at Casa Lanfreducci and then made their way to the City Gates, where a wonderful babel of different languages assailed the bewildered ear in this historic gathering. Walking four abreast, the procession winded its way to St. John’s co- cathedral for a solemn High Mass of Thanksgiving, led by the Order’s Cardinal Patronus, Pio Laghi.  H.M.E.H. Fra Andrew Bertie with the high Officers of the Order, were in attendance, as well as the President of Malta, His Excellency Hugo Mifsud Bonnici and the highest authorities of the country. His Eminence, Pio Laghi read the Pope’s message to the Order, in which the Holy Father expressed His warmest greetings, as well as his appreciation of the Order’s work. While imploring the help of Almighty God and the Virgin of Philermo, His Holiness expressed His trust that the Order’s supranational, religious and charitable character will spill into the third millenium and concluded with an Apostolic Blessing.
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H.M.E.H. the Prince and Grand Master (far left)

H.E. the Cardinal Patronus, Pio Laghi (far right)
Solemn High Mass was followed by the gathering of all, in the Republic Hall of the Mediterranean Conference Centre, which was the site of the Sacra Infermeria of old. His Excellency The President of Malta, H.M.E.H. Fra Andrew Bertie and H.E. The Cardinal Patronus were present at the meeting which was chaired by the Grand Chancellor H.E. Don Carlo Marullo di Condojanni.   The Prince and Grand Master formally opened the Jubilee Year, which will end in December 1999.   H.M.E.H. urged all, to enhance attempts to alleviate suffering in the world, while stressing the increasing recognition of the Order under international law, as a result of its unprejudiced humanitarian activity.    He thanked the President of the Republic, the Government, and the Maltese people, for their hospitality and stressed the “great affection” held by many within the Order, for Malta. The Grand Chancellor’s speech, which followed, included a description of the Constitutional Charter’s changes and stressed the image of the Knight of the Third Millenium as well as the need for prayer, charity and the need for pilgrimages. Addresses by the Grand Hospitaller and the Grand Commander followed, and then, separate work sessions were held. The Grand Commander co-ordinated the session of The Grand Priors, Regents and Representative Members in Obedience, the Grand Hospitaller co - ordinated the Presidents’ session and the Grand Chancellor co​ordinated that of the Ambassadors. The other members of the Order attended the Malta Experience and then followed with a visit to St. Angelo. In the Palace of the President in Valletta, the Maltese Prime Minister Dr. Fenech Adami, and the Grand Chancellor, then signed the planned agreement between S.M.O.M and the Republic of Malta, in the presence of H.M.E.H., the President and the international press.

According to an agreement signed seven years ago, the Order already uses part of the Fort for its Hospitaller and institutional activities. The new agreement, which replaces that of the 21St June 1991, gives the Order the right to use the land and buildings comprising Fort St. Angelo, for international, humanitarian and cultural activities. As the Order’s headquarters in Malta, the Fort shall be inviolable, but neither would Malta lose its Sovereignty, nor would the Order move its own headquarters from Rome. The Order would help Malta in its international undertakings and development, while performing its well-known role of aiding the international community in the field of humanitarian activities.  S.M.O.M. would restore and maintain the Fort, binding itself to the tune of 1.2 million Maltese liri, while retaining access to the general public, subject to procedures and limits, as established in agreement with the Maltese Government. The Order also planned to stage its own conventions to Malta.
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The historic Fort St. Angelo

Once the lease agreement was to be in effect, St. Angelo “shall be inviolable” and this inviolability shall be extended to all the archives, correspondence, documents, manuscripts, photographs, files and records either possessed or kept by the Order in this location. Property and goods shall be immune from requisition, confiscation, seizure, expropriation and any other form of interference by means of executive, administrative, judicial or legislative actions. The immunity is also extended to all the Order’s official means of transport. The Order’s requirements shall have equal importance to that of diplomatic missions. The property and assets of the Order (except for the Maltese contingent) shall be immune from search, requisition, confiscation, expropriation and members of the diplomatic corps will enjoy diplomatic immunity. While being exempt from taxes, the Order may hold its own funds in gold or any chosen currency without need of consent for exchange control of monetary transfers. Either party may terminate the agreement, which will be for 99 years, in 50 or 75 years from now.
The extremely busy day was concluded by a reception kindly hosted by the President of the Republic at his Palace. This was attended by the highest government authorities and members of the diplomatic corps of the Order and of the Republic of Malta.
The following day Sunday 6th December started with masses in two different churches simultaneously, both sites having great spiritual and historical significance for the Order.  Whereas the Grand Priors, Regents, Ambassadors and Presidents of the different organizations, attended the Chapel of St. Anne’s in St. Angelo, all other members heard Mass at St. Lawrence Parish Church in Vittoriosa.   St. Anne’s Chapel at the top of St. Angelo, had heard the fervent and, for some brave ones, the final, prayers, before the great siege of 1565.

St. Lawrence, formerly known as San Lorenzo — a — Mare, the Conventual Church of the Order in 1530, had resounded with the heartfelt Te Deum after the final victory. In both Holy Sites, it was not difficult to feel momentary flashes of imagination when the old and the present confreres, seemed to give homage to the Almighty, together.
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The humble but majestic Chapel of St. Anne’s

St. Lawrence Church and the Chapel of St. Anne contrasted sharply, at least visually, although both are inextricably entwined with the Order’s history in Malta. St. Lawrence, effusively majestic in its Siculo — Norman style, loudly proclaimed the contrast between the knights’ profession of poverty of the self but unlimited grandeur in adorning the House of God. St. Anne’ s, in its touching destitute charm, bereft of pomp and pulpit, evoked within, the other aspect of our long gone confreres, namely the raison d’être of the Order in times Of war —Tuitio Fidei.
 For, this gem of a Chapel seemed to quietly whisper and remind, that these men of the Order, who had showered immeasurable wealth and opulence in their Churches, once had knelt here and reaffirmed their commitment to lay their life as necessary for their God.     In the opulent St. Lawrence, the eye and the mind skipped confusedly in gluttony of treasures from Preti’s “The Martyrdom of St. Lawrence” and the six vault paintings by Cortis and Cali, to the exquisite pulpit and the sixteenth century “St. Lawrence”. In the humble St. Anne’s, among the few distractions which captivated, were the central pillar of red granite retrieved from the bottom of the sea as an ancient reminder of the temple of Venus and the architectural miracle of the chapel enlargement. Yet, however stark a contrast to St. Lawrence, the Chapel of St. Anne’s, was not an iota less historically intoxicating. For here, was a site of prayer dedicated to the mother of the Virgin, to whom the knights were always particularly devoted. And this place was right in the midst of the heroic St. Angelo where knights would live and knights would die for the love of Christ. No matter what sins what have stained weak and mortal man, be it uncharitable argument or lustful pride. That final act, a stone’s throw from this lonely and touching chapel would, like the colour of the knightly cross, whiten all man’s weaknesses, for “no man had greater love than he who giveth his life”. There, in that stark Chapel the men of the “Religion” lowered all earthly pride fuelled by their noble quarterings, and laid bare their souls to their maker before the final onslaught. This was the last spiritual oasis before the cream of European nobility would face almost certain death at the frenzied opium driven hands of the unstoppable Janissaries.

A tour of St. Angelo followed the Church services as well as the uncontrollable mental reveries of those of us touched by the muse. Many of the 900 knights still wore black habits emblazoned with the famous eight pointed cross as they videoed the world famous fort and majestic panorama seen from the ramparts. No doubt, a far cry from the venerable predecessors whose eyes beheld nothing but horror and approaching death, when scouring the enemy infested home seas. Although the origins of the Fort lie not with the Order, there is no doubt of the association of the two, after the Hospitallers fortified it and shed their blood defending it.    One local paper quoted Jacques de Dumas, the present president of the French Association as saying, “We are here with our hearts. We look around and we see what our predecessors lived through. It is very emotional for all Knights....” His Excellency’s words ring strong and true for all that were there.

After the visit to St. Angelo, a conference on historical issues was held in the Republic Hall of the Mediterranean Conference Centre. A lecture was given by Professor Giovanni Morello from the Vatican’s Apostolic Library.   This lecture, of great historical importance, seems to have escaped the attention of the press.  Professor Morello stated that, after careful research, it is now possible to give with all the necessary historical fact, the date of 1099 as the year of the first charitable activities of the Knights Hospitallers.  This is borne out both by the Order’s historians as well as by modern historians of the Crusades. The first historically accepted document of the Order’s origins, dated 28th September 1110, is preserved in the Order’s Archives in Malta, and confirms donations made by Godfrey of Bouillon to Blessed Gerard between the taking of Jerusalem in 15 July 1099 and Godfrey of Bouillon’s death in 18 July 1100.  Professor’s Morello’s informative lecture was followed in the afternoon by three separate and simultaneous work sessions.
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The medal commemorating the 9th centenary celebrations
Finally, at the formal conclusion, H.M.E.H. distributed a commemorative medal of the ninth centenary to all the knights and dames present.    In the evening, the Grand Master hosted a reception at the Order’s Embassy in Valletta.   This was attended by the President of Malta and numerous personalities from the religious, political, medical, judicial and cultural spheres as well as members of the Diplomatic corps. The highlight of the evening was the presentation of an ultra- modern ventilation machine for St. Luke’s Intensive Care Unit by H.M.E.H. to the President of the Republic.    The final day, Monday 7th December, commenced with Mass at St. Peter’s and St. Paul’s Cathedral in Mdina. The Archbishop of Atlanta, H.E. Msgr. Donoghue concelebrated with H.E. Msgr. Vernel in the presence of the Grand Master and the Sovereign Council. Mass was followed by an interesting visit to the Cathedral Museum and a walk around the historical city of Mdina. The Presidents of the National Associations met at Casa Lanfreducci afterwards, concluding the working sessions. A farewell reception was hosted at Casa Lanfreducci the headquarters of the Maltese Association by H.E. Roger De Giorgio and the Maltese confreres who had successfully planned and executed the million and one details unseen but inherent in organising such a formidable launching of the ninth centenary.

The opening of the ninth centenary celebrations of S.M.O.M. in Malta, was indeed a spectacle worth beholding.   Some watched out of sheer curiosity, and some out of appreciation of a sense of history. A touching remark struck me while I accompanied some Knights of the German Association.   Some families at Vittoriosa waved and shouted, “You have come back to where you left!” This may not be strictly correct, but no one would dream of questioning the sincere pathos albeit bathed in poetic license, of the comment. One can also question which particular epoch of the Knights rule of Malta was requested to return.   The thought did flash through my mind that the one and only German Grand Master had also been the last one and his departure was not associated with the ideal period of the Knights’ stay in Malta. Nonetheless my German Confreres smiled amiably and waved in friendly gesture.




                                                          There is no doubt that much was achieved by the various working parties at this conference. The signing of the lease agreement of St. Angelo may yet open up undreamed of liaisons between the Order and Malta.    Personally, it was a vastly enriching and emotional experience and the many hours of reflection in various Churches (poetic wonderings aside!) must, I hope have done my soul some good. For us, the Maltese contingent, we had the added pride of being Maltese. It was touching to witness even senior foreign knights and dames being visibly moved at places like St. John’s and St. Lawrence’s Church as they contemplated in quiet dignity the much read of and venerable haunts of the confreres of old.

The spectacle of the sheer pageantry, which enriched our streets and Churches, dwarfs in significance to the fact that such a large number of knights and dames of the Order was never convened at any time and anywhere in the world.    Even at the time of the famous siege of 1565, the knights numbered no more than about 500 although they commandeered a further 1800 soldiers.   The knights and dames who came to Malta left the Island feeling renewed, both emotionally and spiritually.   Furthermore this meeting in Malta, has added a further cornerstone to the building of the dream turned reality by an old man known as Blessed Gerard nine centuries ago. That dream has seen glory, suffering, blood, treachery, ignominy, persecution but above all — survival.
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*Comm. Dr. G.G. Buttigieg is the Hospitaller and Communications Officer for the Maltese Association of the Sovereign military Order of Malta.   
He may be contacted at:

comm.george@orderofmalta-malta.org
