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MESSAGE FROM THE PRIOR
Dear Fellow Confrères,

A new year, a new dawn, and let us all 
continue to pray for a new peace in 
the Holy Land.

As our Sovereign Head, HM King 
Charles III, articulated in his Christmas 
Day speech:

“And at a time of increasingly tragic conflict around 
the world, I pray that we can also do all in our power to 
protect each other.  The words of Jesus seem more than 
ever relevant: ‘do to others as you would have them do 
to you.’  Such values are universal, drawing together our 
Abrahamic family of religions, and other belief systems, 
across the Commonwealth and wider world.  They remind 
us to imagine ourselves in the shoes of our neighbors, and 
to seek their good as we would our own.

So, on this Christmas Day my heart and my thanks go to 
all who are serving one another; all who are caring for 
our common home; and all who see and seek the good 
of others, not least the friend we do not yet know.  In 
this way, we bring out the best in ourselves.  I wish you a 
Christmas of  ‘peace on Earth and goodwill to all’, today 
and always.”

For me, 2023 ended at full speed with December visits to:

•  London for TEC (The Executive Committee) and OHAC 
(Order Honors and Awards Committee) then onward to 

•  Charleston, SC, for a holiday gathering of nearly eighty 
Confrères; then to 

•  Mobile, AL, for Evensong and a festive reception on Mobile 
Bay; and then to

•  Atlanta, before heading home for Christmas.

•  And finally, our fifth Americas Regionalization meeting with 
our Caribbean Association colleagues completed 2023.

There were many great conversations and expressions of 
support for the St John Eye Hospital Group’s strategic response 
to the conflict in Gaza—the opening of a new hospital 
in Nablus.

I am especially happy to report that the very generous 
matching gift from Molly and David Pyott was matched, and as 
a result our Priory met its goal to send $3.2m to the Holy Land 
for 2023.  Thank you, thank you, for your donation of Time, 
Treasure and Talent this last year. 

The current unprecedented war which started some three 
months ago forced our staff in Gaza to evacuate the Hospital 
and flee to the south of the Gaza Strip.  The Gaza Hospital has 
not been functional since the 8th of October.  The war has also 
impacted the movement of people and goods in the West 
Bank and hindered the reach of patients to the Jerusalem 
Hospital. 

Management has undertaken a number of steps to enhance 
patients’ access to quality eye care.  These include the 
expansion of services in Kufor Aqab, establishing a Child Vision 
Screening initiative as well as enhancing outreach activities to 
the most isolated communities. 

As a result of these developments, the number of outpatients 
seen at the Group declined by five percent.  In total 135,293 
patients were treated at the Hospital Group as compared to 
143,000 patients seen in 2022.  The Group performed 5,966 
major eye surgeries as compared to 6,916 performed in 2022, 
which reflects a 13% decline. 

As part of the Hilton Foundation project which started in Gaza, 
the Child Vision Screening Program was initiated in refugee 
camps in the West Bank.  This is conducted by staff from both 
Anabta and Kufor Aqab as well as the outreach teams.  So far, 
more than 5,900 children have been screened by the teams. 
Children with vision abnormalities are referred to our satellite 
centers and hospitals.

Another highlight from 2023 for SJEHG was winning the 
1 million Euros Champalimaud Vision Award, the largest 
in the world in the area of Vision.  The Award recognizes 
outstanding achievement in the prevention of and fight 
against blindness and vision disorders.

We continue to make a real difference saving eyesight and 
lives of our Lords the sick and the poor.

Closer to home, we are working hard to implement St John 
First Aid training programs in schools, initially as a trial in New 
York City.  Our colleagues from St John New Zealand have 
kindly provided their proven materials and curriculum, and 
we are collaborating with our colleagues from the Sovereign 
Military Order of Malta to extend the reach of this program.  
This is an exciting first step to bringing traditional St John 
services to the United States.

The January 24th deadline for submission of nominations for 
appointment to the class of 2024 will soon be upon us. I look 
forward to your recommendations of exceptional individuals 
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Initially, the group 
cared for pilgrims 
in Jerusalem, but 
the Order soon 
grew to provide 
pilgrims with an 
armed escort 
before eventually 
becoming a 
significant military 
force, while still 
maintaining its 
charitable character. 

A TIMELINE OF 1,000 YEARS OF SERVICE

11TH CENTURY

Early in the 11th century, 
merchants from Amalfi 
founded a hospital in 
the Muristan district of 
Jerusalem, dedicated to 
John the Baptist, to provide 
care for sick, poor, or injured 
pilgrims to the Holy Land.

1147

When the Second Crusade 
began in 1147, the Hospitallers 
became a major force in the 
kingdom with increased 
political importance and a 
decisive role in the military 
operations. They became 
known as the Knights of the 
Order of St John of Jerusalem.

1248

In 1248 Pope Innocent IV 
approved a standard military 
dress for the Hospitallers 
to be worn during battle. 
Instead of a closed cape over 
their armor, which restricted 
their movements, they wore 
a red surcoat with a white 
cross emblazoned on it. 

1113

In 1113 Pope Paschal II 
issued a papal bull 
recognizing the Order of 
St John, placing it under the 
protection of the Church and 
granting it the right to freely 
elect its superiors, without 
interference from other lay 
or religious authorities.  

1080

Around 1080, Blessed Gerard 
de Martigues became 
the head of this monastic 
Hospitaller Order.  Jerusalem 
fell to the First Crusade in 
1099, placing the city under 
Christian rule for the first 
time in more than 400 years.

continued on page 4
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A TIMELINE OF 1,000 YEARS OF SERVICE continued from page 3

1540

In 1540, the 
Order, along with 
other monastic 
and religious 
institutions, 
was suppressed 
by King Henry 
VIII, though the 
Order continued 
operation in 
numerous other 
countries.  

1291

When Palestine was 
captured by Muslim 
forces in 1291, the 
Order sought refuge 
in Cyprus. 

1565

In 1565, the 
Ottomans 
attempted to 
take control of 
Malta in a siege 
that lasted 
four months. 
The greatly 
outnumbered 
Knights 
successfully 
defended the island. 

 

For the next two 
centuries, the 
Order transformed 
Malta into a heavily 
fortified island and 
played a crucial 
role in defending 
Europe against 
Ottoman expansion, 
including policing the Mediterranean from the increased 
threat of piracy. The charitable work continued, with the 
establishment of hospitals and clinics throughout Europe 
and beyond.

1522

In 1522, the Ottoman 
Empire conquered Rhodes, 
forcing the Order to 
relocate. 

After seven years of moving 
from place to place in Europe, 
Pope Clement VII – himself 
a Knight – reached an 
agreement with Charles V, Holy 
Roman Emperor, to provide the 
knights permanent quarters on 
Malta. 

1306

In 1306, 
seeking a 
new base 
from which 
to continue 
battling the 
Turks, the 
Knights began 
the conquest 
of Rhodes. 
By 1310, the Hospitallers had transferred their base to the 
island where they developed a strong naval presence and 
became a major maritime power in the Mediterranean 
fighting especially with the Barbary pirates. 

continued on page 5
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A TIMELINE OF 1,000 YEARS OF SERVICE continued from page 4

1798

After 
Napoleon’s 
capture of 
Malta in 1798, 
the Order lost 
its sovereign 
territory and 
the Knights 
were dispersed, 
with the largest number taking 
refuge in Saint Petersburg. 

2024

Today, the U.S. Priory 
continues its mission 
through fundraising, 
raising millions to support 
the Eye Hospital Group’s 
operations, clinics, 
mobile outreach units, 
training programs, and 
research initiatives. It also 
promotes the Order’s 
values of compassion, 
respect, and service 
within the United States 
through the St John 
Volunteer Corps.

1996

The Priory in the USA was 
constituted by the Grand 
Prior as The Most Venerable 
Order’s seventh Priory.

1888

In 1888, Queen Victoria 
officially recognized the Order 
and granted a Royal Charter 
on St John’s Day, reviving a 
close relationship between 
the Crown and the charity. 
Following further Royal 
Charters, the Order became 
known as the Most Venerable 
Order of the Hospital of Saint 
John in Jerusalem.  

1957

In 1957, an “American Society 
of the Order of St John” was 
formed, focusing on supporting 
the St John Ophthalmic Hospital 
in Jerusalem. The Priory in the 
USA was officially incorporated 
in New York as a public charity 
dedicated to aiding the Order’s 
international humanitarian 
efforts, particularly the St John of 
Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group.

1887

In 1887, the St John 
Ambulance Brigade 
carried out one its 
first formal public 
duties at Queen 
Victoria’s Golden 
Jubilee. St John 
Volunteers have 
continued to provide 
first aid to the public 
at formal state 
occasions ever since.  
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PERSEVERING IN THE PAST
HOW THE ST JOHN EYE HOSPITAL HAS OVERCOME CHALLENGES
For more than three months the St John of Jerusalem Eye 
Hospital Group has been dealing with the effects of fighting 
between Israel and Hamas.  There have been times in the 
past 140 years, since the founding of the Hospital, when the 
St John of Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group has dealt with similar 
crises related to war and conflict.  Indeed, with 1,000 years 
of Hospitaller presence in the Holy Land, it is difficult to find 
situations that are truly without precedent today.  With many 
parallels, the closure of the Ophthalmic Hospital in Jerusalem 
during World War I can tell us a great deal today about the 
Hospital’s ability to persevere through difficult periods of 
history. As they look ahead to the time after the current 
conflict, the Hospital’s administrators, doctors, nurses, and 
other staff know that they can build back stronger to continue 
their sight saving work across the Holy Land.

In 1914, the British Ophthalmic Hospital in Jerusalem suffered 
the same fate as many other social service and humanitarian 
organizations in times of war.  It was forced to close.  In 
September, the Ottoman Empire was still technically neutral 
in the Great War that had been brewing across Europe since 
the summer.  But the Hospital Committee in London felt 
certain this would not last as the Ottoman Empire grew closer 
to the German and Austro-Hungarian leaders.  The Ottoman 
government was either unwilling or unable to fund and 
maintain the Hospital in Palestine, so it fell into disrepair.  In 
fact, a 1919 report from the Committee noted that a great 
deal of valuable equipment and supplies had been taken 
from the Hospital during the time of Ottoman control.  For 
the next three years, it served Ottoman forces primarily as a 
munitions depot. 

The Central Powers’ control of the Hospital would end with 
the capture of the city of Jerusalem in December 1917.  As 
the British were taking control of the city, Ottoman troops 
spent their last moments attempting to blow up the Hospital 
building to keep the munitions from falling into British hands.  
Though explosions rocked the Hospital at regular intervals 
for hours, the building itself remained largely intact.  After 
the British Commander, General Sir Edmund H. H. Allenby, 
had secured the city, the Order of St John began the process 
of reopening the Hospital.  The building had been severely 
damaged and gutted of its fixtures and equipment, but a local 

Damage to the Eye Hospital evident after recapturing it from 
Ottoman forces in 1917

HRH the Duke of Connaught investing soldiers with medals in 
early 1918

continued on page 7
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committee in Jerusalem got right to work.  The creation of a 
League of Nations Mandate under British control in Palestine 
led to a period of growth and stability for the hospital.  Just a 
few months after Jerusalem had been retaken, a consultant 
doctor from Egypt noted, “without the British Ophthalmic 
Hospital, the poorer inhabitants of Jerusalem and Palestine 
are destitute of any means of obtaining skilled ophthalmic 
treatment.”  Currently, the leaders of the SJEHG are working 
and planning to quickly get the Gaza Hospital up and running 
again once the war is over or there is an extended ceasefire.  
Then a new generation can make similar statements about 
the urgent needs filled by the Hospital as the Gaza facility is 
quickly restaffed and restocked.

When Jerusalem was retaken by British forces in December 
1917, a service of thanksgiving was planned for the following 
month at the Priory Church in Clerkenwell.  Several hundred 

members of the Order attended after a procession from 
St John’s Gate.  The Prelate of the Order, Archbishop of York 
Cosmo Gordon Lang, preached a sermon and joyful hymns 
were sung.  As we hope for the end of the fighting in Gaza, 
we look forward to our own services of celebration and 
Thanksgiving.  Just as the British Ophthalmic Hospital bounced 
back after World War I, the St John of Jerusalem Eye Hospital 
Group in Gaza and throughout Palestine will bounce back after 
the current hostilities cease.  We pray that it will happen soon.

To learn more about the 140-year history of St John Eye 
Hospital, read A Beacon of Hope, available through the Priory 
gift shop.  

Procession from 1918 Service of Thanksgiving

PERSEVERING IN THE PAST continued from page 6

The Banner of the Order of St John flying over the Eye Hospital after it was 
retaken in 1917

https://priory-in-the-usa-gift-shop.myshopify.com/collections/books/products/a-beacon-of-hope-140-years-of-eye-care-in-the-holy-land-1882-2022-paperback
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PLEASE SAVE THE DATE
2024 SERVICE OF INVESTITURE
AND REDEDICATION WEEKEND
OCTOBER 18-20, 2024
NEW YORK, NEW YORK
Mark your calendars now!  

Rehearsals for those involved in the Service of Investiture 
and Rededication will take place Thursday, October 17th, 
meetings and tours will take place Friday, October 18th, and 
the Investiture Service will take place Saturday, October 20th 
at 10:00 am.

Watch for additional information, including a link for making 
hotel reservations, in coming weeks. 

We look forward to seeing you in October!  

2024 OBLATIONS
As we begin the new financial year, this is just a reminder that 
the requested Oblation for 2024 is $2,000, which represents 
the final increase in Oblations as approved by the Chapter 
in 2020.   

You may make your Oblation in several different ways:

• online after logging into the Member Dashboard 

•  by check using the 2024 Oblation Response Form found on 
the Member Resources page of the Member Dashboard 

•  by wire transfer using the form found on the Member 
Resources page 

•  by stock transfer using the form found on the Member 
Resources page;  IMPORTANT NOTE: please contact the 
Priory National office if you plan to make a donation by 
stock transfer, as the transfers do not include the name of 
the donor and cannot be allocated properly without this 
information

•  by calling the Priory National office at the number below 
with a credit card

The Priory National office stands ready to assist, however you 
wish to make your Oblation or any other donation.  Please 
do not hesitate to contact the office at 202.510.9691, or 
PrioryUSA@saintjohn.org.  

https://www.saintjohn.org/dashboard/
mailto:PrioryUSA%40saintjohn.org?subject=
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1 Matthew 6:13, Romans 12:9.
2 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, d. 2008, from The Gulag Archipelago, published 1973.
3 Luke 6:35. 

PRO FIDE
Earlier this week, I was asked to do 
something I find really hard to do.  It 
was not by someone I have ever met, 
but someone whom I feel I know just a 
bit from reading volumes of his work, 
C.S. Lewis.

I was reading a collection of letters by 
C.S. Lewis, and in answering the letter of a friend who asked 
Lewis what he prayed about during the dark days of World 
War II, he wrote that while he prayed for many things, he also 
prayed for Hitler and Stalin.

He did not say it was easy...He suggested that part of Jesus’ 
injunction to love our enemies was to pray for them...but 
loving them, he also said, did not mean you had to like them. 
What made it easier for him to pray for them was he believed 
that he was actually joining the perpetual intercession of 
Christ who as much as he died for you and me; also died 
for them.

Since many of us were together in October for the Annual 
Investiture Service, I have prayed for a lot of things.  I would be 
less than honest if I did not tell you I prayed that evil would be 
vanquished—and I think that for lack of a better word, “okay.”  
Jesus included a “deliverance from evil” in the Great Prayer, and 
the Apostle Paul said the followers of Jesus should, in fact, “…
hate what is evil…,” 1

I grew up in the age of Spaghetti Westerns (for you younger 
folk—Google it…)… There were good guys and bad guys.  
Good guys always beat the bad guys at the end… and it was 
not customary to do so by “praying” for them.  I like it when the 
good guys win—I just do.  But we all know we live in a world, 
where evil is not limited to just the bad guys.  As Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn so wisely wrote;

“The line separating good and evil passes not through 
states, nor between classes, nor between political parties 
either—but right through every human heart—and 
through all human hearts. This line shifts. Inside us, 
it oscillates with the years. And even within hearts 
overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good 
is retained…” 2 

Then as if to press the point, a few weeks ago a long-time 
member of the Church I serve came up for prayers after the 
dismissal.  She confessed that she had been harboring ill will 
for a candidate running for political office in 2024, but she felt 
pressed upon to—pray for this person.  She did not like him.  

She did not like the things he said or what he represented, 
but it suddenly occurred to her that she had not prayed for 
this candidate.  Together, we prayed that the Spirit of our 
Lord would fill her heart and give her the words to pray, and 
perhaps even more, the motivation to do so.

And so, your Sub-Prelate was prompted in two instances to 
consider my own heart, my own feelings of ill will, my own 
motivations—my own prayers.  There are enemies a plenty 
out there.  What happened on October 7th was horrible—
evil.  But I realized I had not been praying “for” the leaders of 
Hamas.  The unjust war that Vladamir Putin is waging on the 
good people of the Ukraine is evil—no question about it.  But 
I realized I had not been praying “for” Putin.  Where oppression 
reigns in so many places around our globe—China, North 
Korea for starters.  I know I  have prayed that those seeking an 
end to oppression would see that day but I realize I had not 
been praying for those who orchestrate it.  

And if I need any more motivation, I just need to turn to the 
true founder of our Beloved Order, Jesus, Who taught without 
any measure of ambivalence, “….But I tell you, love your enemies 
and pray for those who persecute you…,” (Matthew 5:44).  And 
then a flip to Luke’s Gospel and Jesus tells His followers to do 
even more for those we deem our enemies…., 

“But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them, 
expecting nothing in return. Then your reward will be great, 
and you will be sons and daughters of the Most High; for He 
is kind to the ungrateful and wicked….” 3

As I reflect on the work of our Order, especially in these last 
few months, so thoroughly outlined by our Prior in his report, 
it seems that we are in fact “incarnating” if you will Jesus’ call—
to do good, to love and to serve without borders—all those 
who come our way.

Sadly we live in a world where the news pummels us with 
invitations to continue to focus on the good guys and the bad 
guys—there is no compulsion in that news to pray for them all.  

Then one more profound reminder.  On my last trip to the Holy 
Land,  months before the divisiveness that we are witnessing 
now, I befriended a shopkeeper in the Christian quarter of the 
Old City.  He is a Palestinian Christian, and we have stayed in 
touch—especially since the conflict began.  Just weeks ago, 
I called him and asked how he was doing and this was his 
report…

continued on page 10
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“It is 5:00 in the afternoon and you would think it was 
midnight.  No one is going out into the city…stores…
restaurants…shops are closed…. We just need to pray for 
peace… pray that all sides encounter the Prince of Peace 
and find a way toward peace…”

What if—everyone on planet earth followed in the footsteps 
of our Order?  I do not offer that in a prideful way, but we 
hold to the ideal that we serve all the Lord sends our way—all 
of them—perhaps even those we might consider to be our 
“enemies.”  Why?  Because our Lord calls us to do so.

Beyond that, compelled by Dr. Lewis, by my confessional 
parishioner and by my friend Zak in the Old City—I have 
been called upon to do something that I guess for some, 
seems unthinkable—to pray for my enemies… to pray for our 
enemies.  Pray that they are convicted of their ways; that they 
repent from their evil; that they experience the love of God in 
such ways that they see their fellow human beings not as the 
“other,” but as a fellow human being.  

That is hard—immeasurably hard—but it is what we are called 
to do.  As Confrères it is the work we have been called to do 
for over 1,000 years now—and it must continue, perhaps now 
more than any time in the last 50 years—it simply must.

In the meantime, find your ways to your knees—and pray.  

“O God, the Father of all, whose Son commanded us to love 
our enemies; Lead them and us from prejudice to truth; 
deliver them and us from hatred, cruelty, and revenge; and 
in your good time enable us all to stand reconciled before 
you; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.” 4

Pro Fide, Pro Utilitate Hominum,

The Rev. Russell J. Levenson, Jr., D.Min., D.D., OStJ

PRO FIDE continued from page 9

who share our values and have already  dedicated themselves 
and will continue to serve our Lords the sick and the poor. 

Please mark your calendar for our second annual National 
Day of Volunteer Service on Saturday May 18, 2024— a day 
for all Confrères to come together and experience firsthand 
the challenges faced by the vulnerable in our communities 
and reach out with helping hands through participation in 
St John Volunteer Corps (SJVC) approved activities.  Your 
Regional co-chairs will be letting you know what activities 
have been arranged in your individual regions.

Thank you to Butler Derrick, who retired at the end of the year 
as Co-Chair for the Charleston Region (Butler continues as 
SJVC Co-Chair and Chapter member).  We welcome Bill Stafford 
as the incoming Co-Chair, in partnership with existing Co-
Chair, Jill Hooper, for the Charleston Region.  We also welcome 
new Mountain States Region Co-Chairs, Susan Gregory and 
Nicholas Wickes, who very enthusiastically have stepped 
forward to help build our Order and connections between 
Confrères in this (vast) region.  And lastly, but certainly not 

least, we re-welcome Susan Wright, former Chancellor,  who 
has stepped into the large shoes of Bill Told, former co-chair of 
our Palm Beach Region, who sadly died in October.

I have no doubt that 2024 will, like every year, bring many 
challenges, but together we can meet these with success and 
continue our one thousand year history of serving our Lords 
the sick and the poor.  I am writing this at the beginning of 
Epiphany, the manifestation of God, and a focus on rejoicing 
that Christ has appeared for all people regardless of race 
or status.  As Prior, I reflect on how for one thousand years, 
Confrères of our Order have given whatever they can of 
themselves to be that human manifestation of Christ, most 
especially for the vulnerable and ‘the friends we do not 
yet know.’

Pro Fide, Pro Utilitate Hominum, 
Nigel G. Heath, KStJ 
Prior

MESSAGE FROM THE PRIOR continued from page 2

4 Book of Common Prayer, (New York:  The Church Hymnal Corporation, 1979), p. 816.


