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In 1023 AD, Amalfitan traders assumed responsibility for an ancient 

hospice within the walls of the City of Jerusalem. 

A thousand years later, their legacy is one of service and compassion to 

countless people across the world. 

This is a story of hope at difficult times, and an ethos of care which lies at the 

very heart of the five Johannine Orders today.  
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Preface 

A Thousand Years of Service in Jerusalem 

 

 

In 600 AD Pope Gregory I commissioned a hospice and shelter in Jerusalem to treat and care for 

Christian pilgrims visiting the Holy Land. In about 800 AD the Roman Emperor Charlemagne 

extended the hospice significantly. It was operated as a Benedictine Hospital until it was destroyed 

in 1005 by Caliph A Hakim bi-Amr Allah, along with a great many other buildings. 

 

In 1023 Italian, Spanish, and Greek merchants from the Republic of Amalfi obtained permission 

from the Egyptian Caliph Ali az-Zahir to rebuild a hospice, monastery, and chapel on the site of the 

monastery of St John the Baptist, close to the Holy Sepulchre. It is here that they 

founded a church called Sta. Maria ad Latinos, distinguishing it from churches in 

which Greek, and not Latin, ritual prevailed.   Two hospitals were also built, one for 

women and another for men, and dedicated to St Mary Magdalen and St John 

Eleemon (or Almoner), respectively. Later, at an uncertain date, the dedication was 

changed from St John the Almoner to St John the Baptist. 

 

Over time, the guest house of Sta. Maria ad Latinos became more a hospital and hotel than a church 

and was known as ‘The Hospital of Jerusalem’. It attended to sick and orphaned children, fed the 

starving, clothed the needy, and cared for discharged prisoners. 

 

By 1099 Brother Gerard had made the hospital the centre of its own religious order, and in 1113 a 

Papal Bull was issued, formally recognising a Hospitaller Order and releasing it of obligation to all 

temporal powers except to the Holy See. 

 

In 2023 we celebrated this 1000-year ethos of service. Although the Order of St John was not 

recognised until after 1113 (and with the Venerable Order being founded in 1888), the principle of 

serving the poor irrespective of class, race, religion, or the ability to pay lay at the heart of the earliest 

Islamic and Christian hospitals. The Amalfitan traders, with the Benedictine monks, carried this 

torch, and it is their work that laid the foundations for the Hospitaller Order of St John in the 12th 

century. This ethos flourishes throughout the Johannine Orders today, bringing hope, care, and 

compassion to countless millions of people across the world. 
 

 

       

           

Dr. David H Verity, KStJ, MD, MA, FRCOphth  
Order Hospitaller 

Sir Andrew Cash, KStJ, OBE 
Chair SJEHG 

Venice, Genoa, 

Amalfi & Pisa 
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Jerusalem 1000: Millennial Ethos of Service 

A message from the Lord Prior 

 

 

 

The contemporary, highly skilled, and excellent care provided by the Order of St John 

across 44 countries is inspired by an ethos of care that stretches back over 1000 years. 
 

Benedictine monks who established the first hospice in Jerusalem in the name of St 

John, and under the now-familiar badge of the eight-pointed white cross, did so to care 

for Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land. Their work grew into a powerful force for good 

in developing healthcare services in so many different contexts across the world. 
 

The monks’ commitment to healthcare, followed by that of the Hospitaller Knights, saw 

technology at the cutting edge of medicine. Even the magnificent Sacra Infermeria in 

Valetta, Malta, boasted the longest hospital ward in Europe, where patients dined off 

silver plates, long before the antibacterial qualities of silver were understood. Between 

each numbered bed was an ‘en suite’ – a place for a chamber pot and wash basin. In the 

mid 1600’s a School of Anatomy and Surgery was established at this hospital. 
 

Today, as one of the five Johannine Orders, St John is a leader in first aid and medical 

responses in communities across the world. Being ‘cutting-edge’ in the science of first 

aid and related areas, and in healthcare delivery in pre-hospital and hospital 

environments, is fundamental to the Order both today and for our future. 
 

The evolution, and indeed revolution, in emerging areas in medicine, including digital 

healthcare and artificial intelligence, increasingly gives St John opportunities to better 

serve ‘our lords the sick and the poor’. This motivation, and the devotion to those we 

serve, reflects that of the Benedictine monks who established the first St John hospital 

1000 years ago. Structures, people, technologies, and healthcare-challenges have all 

changed dramatically since then. What hasn’t changed is a millennial ethos of caring in 

the safest way and to the highest standard for all those who come to us for help. 

 

 

 

  Professor Mark Compton, AM, GCStJ 

Lord Prior, Order of St John 
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Vision, Hope 

Reflection from the Prelate 

 

 

Many years ago I had the unforgettable privilege and experience of visiting the Eye 

Hospital in Jerusalem, and those memories stay with me today. I think this is because 

the Hospital’s mission is a direct witness to the ancient and modern biblical vision of a 

place where the blind receive their sight.  
 

There are two specific biblical texts where this ‘vision’ is explicit. The first is Isaiah 35:5, 

where the exiled people of Judah were suffering despair, weariness, and a sense of 

abandonment from God. Isaiah’s prophecies, thought to derive from the 700s BC, 

offered comfort and hope to exiles, promising an end to their suffering and a restoration 

by God. This meant a new vision for the people, and a new way of seeing their situation 

and their destiny, both from a spiritual and a tribal perspective. It was a liberation and 

a transformative view at a time when it was hard to see a free and blessed future at all.  
 

In Matthew 11:5 we read of Jesus of Nazareth offering the same kind of hope, and this 

time, about 700 years later, the meaning includes the experience of restored sight from 

physical blindness. This is literal seeing in a new way. It is also a means of grace and a 

hope that changes everything, as Isaiah had prophesied. Today this includes those 

whose skills and dedication literally restores sight to those suffering from curable 

blindness.  
 

The St John Eye Hospital is a witness to a biblical truth, like a lamp held up on a 

lampstand, like a city set on a hill, like a lighthouse shining in a storm.  The hospital is 

the clearest witness to everything the Most Venerable Order of the Hospital of St John 

of Jerusalem stands for. This is why it leaves such a deep impression on the soul, as it 

did for me. I know this is true for countless others who have the privilege of praying 

for and giving to such a unique and sacred place.  

 

  

Archbishop Emeritus Sir David Moxon 

KNZM, GCStJ  
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St John of Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group 
 

Introduction by the Chair of St John Eye Hospital Group 

 
 

St John of Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group (SJEHG) has a two-part vision: To prevent 

avoidable blindness, and to be the pre-eminent provider of high-quality eye care to the 

population of East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza.  

 

Our work in advancing vision screening for children at a much faster pace starts to 

bring the first part of the vision within our grasp. Recently winning the coveted 

Champalimaud Award, one of the largest eye care awards in the world, demonstrates 

that we are also delivering on the second part of our vision. 

 

Underpinning our work are five long term aims. Firstly, we strive to provide the 

highest quality service to the patients we serve, regardless of their background. 

Secondly, we continue to build durable long-term partnerships with all the people and 

organisations we work together with. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, we value 

our staff, ensuring they are motivated, developed, kind, and caring, and can realise 

their individual potential working in our organisation. Fourthly, we are focussed on 

making sure that SJEHG is well governed and financially stable. Finally, we work to 

ensure that SJEHG is an innovative, research and development led organisation, with 

high standards of education and training. 

 

I would like to thank you all for supporting us in our vision and our aims - it is much 

appreciated particularly at this most challenging of times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Sir Andrew Cash, KStJ, OBE 

Chair, SJEHG 
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St John of Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group 

Introduction by the Chief Executive Officer 

 

For more than 140 years, St John of Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group has provided high-

quality charitable care to the most impoverished people living in East Jerusalem, West 

Bank, and the Gaza Strip. 
 

Over the past 10 years the Hospital Group has performed more than 60,000 major and 

sight-saving eye operations and conducted more than 1,300,000 outpatient 

examinations. Blindness and visual impairment are highly prevalent in the population 

we serve, with cataract, diabetic retinopathy, and refractive errors being the leading 

causes of blindness and visual impairment. 
 

In addition to the Hospital-based eye care services, the Group has undertaken several 

community-based preventative initiatives to combat blindness and visual 

impairment. These include our eye-screening programme to detect vision issues in the 

young. Thus far, we have screened over 30,000 children, with more than 3,000 referred 

to the Group for further investigation and treatment. 
 

Screening for retinopathy of prematurity in neonates, and for diabetic retinopathy in 

adults, is also integral to our community-based work. From the research perspective, 

our clinical teams lead ophthalmic clinical and genetics research in the country, 

collaborating and publishing with regional and international partners.  
 

Finally, in recognition of the Group's clinical impact on the lives of the people it serves, 

the Hospital Group was awarded the Champalimaud vision award in 2023. 
 

Despite the perennial and complex challenges the Hospital faces it remains steadfastly 

committed to its mission to provide quality eye care to all - regardless of race, religion, 

social class, and the ability to pay.  

  

Dr Ahmad Ma’ali, KStJ, PhD 

CEO, SJEHG 
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Chapter 1 

 

A Call to Alms 

Patrick Burgess, OBE, DL, GCStJ, KSG, KGCHS 
 

 

What is the spirit that moves everyone who works in the Johannine Orders 

and impels them forward? I believe our marching orders as St John people 
are captured in the words of our founder, tending the sick in Jerusalem in the 
11th century, Blessed Gerard. They speak of compassion, perseverance, and 
practicality and it is these three qualities which distinguish the work of all 
five Johannine Orders, even today.  
 

Blessed Gerard wrote: 

    ‘Our brotherhood will be everlasting because the soil in which our plant is 

rooted is the misery of the world, and because, God willing, there will always 

be people who wish to work towards the easing of this sorrow, making the 

misery more bearable.’ 

 
This spirit evoked by Blessed Gerard is, of course, especially embodied 
in the professed senior  knights in the Sovereign Military Order of 
Malta  (the Knights of Justice). They remain celibate, having made vows 
of poverty chastity and obedience, and whose lives are dedicated to the 
Order’s work among the poor and the sick. But it is a spirit which 
animates all St John People in all the five Johannine Orders. 

 

Bishop Tim Stevens, of the Most Venerable Order of St John, points out that for St John people this 

means traversing the world’s contours with our hearts and eyes fastened on three things to 
preoccupy. Firstly, the transcendent: the divine power that rules and guides us; secondly, the 
human lives (so often, so vulnerable) that surround us: and particularly our special concern for their 
needs; and,  thirdly, our personal  efforts to become better people: living in this world as if we were 
already in a heavenly city, but with the mettle of soldiers. 
 

Yet each of us as a single individual cannot generally achieve what a set 

of people brought together by the same purpose and the same values can 
achieve. And so, in acknowledging our need to inspire each other and to 
reflect how we supplement our individual energies and talents, members 
of St John call each other ‘brother’ or ‘sister’: ours is a fraternal bond. And 
we draw strength from each other and support each other because, as the 
Grand Prior of the Most Venerable Order is accustomed to say to new 
investees at every Investiture Ceremony of the Order, the continuing 
existence of St John and our given task is not just history but a ‘present 

reality’ – a reality imbued with a life force and with attitudes intrinsically linked to the protection 
of the disadvantaged. This, surely, is the spirit which carries us – and which we, too, carry – to all 
those whom we encounter, and treat, and heal.  
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And this bespeaks – as it glaringly did in the Middle Ages – a 

radical approach to caring. It speaks of the world order to 
which we are accustomed being turned upside down. 
 
Our mottoes grew up in the Middle Ages when the image in 
everyone’s mind of how the world fitted together was a very 
structured one – as it still is, though rather differently. And our 
catchphrase, which singles out the poor as ‘our Lords and 
Masters’ was, and still is, revolutionary. Professor 
Brackleheim, of the Swedish Order of St John, in a searching 
study of the biblical and medieval sources  of our traditions 
suggests that, in thinking about the modern application of the 
original Latin motto, ‘tuitio fidei et obsequium pauperum’  and 
trying to express it with contemporary relevance, we might 
sum it up as ‘faithful loyalty to the poor and the sick’ 
(deploying  the word ‘faithful’ in all its shades of meaning and 
resonances). 
 

But, surely, the approach to our work which we take – all of us 

who work in St John –  needs to be characterised by a more 
visceral word than ‘task’ (though, of course, every order of 
chivalry is originally founded on the basis that it has a task to 
perform). So, in recent years – and, at first, independently of each 
other – all the Johannine Orders have been exploring and 
contemplating why we feel it is appropriate to call what we do – 
what we are about – the Johannine ‘vocation’.  
 

What does this imply? The very existence of the St John Eye 
Hospital in Jerusalem is a tangible expression of what pursuing a 
vocation means. It involves both the way we instinctively (and, I 
hope, generously) behave and a practical approach to our work. 
In his Epistle to the Galatians, St Paul spells out the nine fruits that 
spring from living a life prompted by the Spirit: charity, joy, 

peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control. All of these should be intrinsic to the way we 
behave – indeed, they should be the impulses that well up in us 
as we journey through our life – but there is another 
characteristic which is central to the accomplishment of tasks we 
feel impelled to undertake and raises the quality of what we do: 
that is ‘dedication’. 
 

So, moulded by history and by experience, the Orders of St John 

are dedicated to the promotion of physical, mental and spiritual 
health and well-being of our fellow human beings – we all need 
it! And in sharing the physical manifestations of our vocation – 
the Eye Hospital, for one, but also the ambulance services, care 
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homes, refugee camps, food parcels, and so on – we continually seek to build an enduring 
community in which all St John members can find purpose and enjoyment and to spread this 
everywhere.  
 
In practical terms, this approach leads us to single out some values as crucial to the realisation of 
our participation in the Orders of St John, and the Priory of England and the Islands has suggested 
that these can be best expressed in contemporary English for practical application as respect, 
unselfishness, excellence, openness and transparency, devotion, togetherness, inclusive diversity, 
and faithfulness. 

 

These values and attitudes shape both how we do our work in St John, from our young cadets to 

our older knights, and the quality of what we have to give to others. But, in turn, the holding to 
these values, and the way in which we actually do our work, shapes us to live our lives in the way 
encapsulated in  the motto of the Most Venerable Order, that is,  (and there is no full stop between 
its two halves): ‘For the Faith and in the service of humanity ‘: ‘Pro fide Pro utilitate hominum’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

  

 

Rendering Service to All Humanity 
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Chapter 2 

The Two St Johns: St John the Almoner and St John the Baptist 

Lyndon da Cruz, OStJ 
 

In 1023 the citizens of Amalfi had been granted land in Jerusalem and the permission to re-establish 

a hospice, which had recently been destroyed, for the reception of pilgrims. The site was close to 
the church of St. John the Baptist (restored by St. John the Almoner) and the hospice become known 
as the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem. Later a magnificent church was erected to St John the Baptist 
on the traditional site of his parents' abode, very close to the site of the hospice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Church of John the Baptist and its Crypt, in the Muristan area of the Old 
City of Jerusalem (see Chapter 3) 
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Blessed Gerard, who took the title of Guardian and Provost of the order, died in 1118, and was 

succeeded by Raymond du Puy. To their former duty of hospitality and attendance upon the sick, 

the latter added that of knighthood, in opposition to infidels. This soon became the principal object 

of the order which, under its new organization, was named after St John the Baptist, and the title of 

Guardian was exchanged for that of Master.  

 

St John the Almoner 
 

 

St John (also known as St John the Almsgiver, John 

the Merciful, John V of Alexandria, John Eleymon, 
and Johannes Eleemon), was the Chalcedonian 
Patriarch of Alexandria in the early 7th century AD 
(from 606 to 616). He is the patron saint of Casarano, 
Italy and of Limassol, Cyprus, the country of his birth. 
He was born at Amathus in Cyprus about 550, the son 
of Epiphanius, governor of Cyprus, and of noble 
descent. In his early life he was married and had 
children, but they and his wife soon died, whereupon 
he entered the religious life. 
 

 

He was a reformer who attacked simony and fought heresy 

by means of improvements in religious education. He also 
reorganized the system of weights and measures for the sake 
of the poor and put a stop to corruption among the officials. 
He increased the number of churches in Alexandria from 
seven to seventy. He was best associated with charity and 
attendance to the poor with many anecdotes about his 
almsgiving surrounding his life. John is said to have devoted 
the entire revenues of his see to the alleviation of those in need. 
 

The ministry of Vitalis of Gaza, a monk who worked among 
the prostitutes of the city, was a noteworthy episode of John's 
reign. The patriarch was considered to have behaved with 
wisdom for not punishing this monk who was notorious for 
visiting the seedy part of town, and his judgment was 
vindicated only after the death of Vitalis when the story of the 
monk's mission of mercy became known. 

When the Sassanids sacked Jerusalem in 614, John sent large supplies of food, wine, and money to 
the fleeing Christians. But eventually the Persians occupied Alexandria, and John himself, in his old 
age, was forced to flee to his native country of Cyprus where he died between 616 and 620.  
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From Cyprus his body was moved to Constantinople, then in 1249 to Venice, where there is a 
church dedicated to him, the Chiesa di San Giovanni Elemosinario, although his relics are preserved 
in another church, San Giovanni in Bragora, in a separate chapel. 

Another relic of him was sent by Sultan Bayezid II in 1489 to King Matthias Corvinus of Hungary. 
It was placed in the private Royal Chapel in Buda Castle, which was dedicated to him. His body 
now lies in the St John the Merciful Chapel in St Martin's Cathedral in Bratislava, Slovakia.  

A biography was written by his contemporary Leontios of Neapolis. His feast day is celebrated on 
the 23rd of January in the Roman church and the 11th of November in the Greek church. 

 

 

St John the Baptist 
 

‘Behold I will send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. Malachi 4:5-6 
 

‘The voice of one calling in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight in the desert a path 

for him’ Isiah 40:3 
 

‘Now some of the Jews thought that the destruction of Herod's army came from God, and that very justly, as 

a punishment of what he did against John, that was called the Baptist. For Herod slew him, who was a good 

man, and commanded the Jews to exercise virtue, both as to righteousness towards one another, and piety 

towards God, and so to come to baptism; for that the washing [with water] would be acceptable to him.’ 
Flavius Josephus: Antiquities of the Jews, 18.5.2 

 
 

St John the Baptist (d. c.30 AD) was a first century itinerant 

preacher in Judea. His life and person are known from the New 
Testament and from the writing of the Jewish historian Flavius 
Josephus (37-100 AD) who wrote a history of the Jews. This non-
Christian source is seen as a powerful verifier of John and aspects 
of his life. 
 

Although the Gospel of Mark implies that the arrival of John the 
Baptist is the fulfilment of a prophecy from the Book of Isaiah, the 
words quoted — ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who 
will prepare your way — a voice of one calling in the wilderness, 
'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him’’, are 
actually a composite of texts from Isaiah, Malachi, and the Book 
of Exodus. Matthew and Luke drop the first part of the reference. 

  

The Gospel of Luke adds the only account of John's infancy, introducing him as the miraculous son 

of Zechariah, an old priest, and his wife Elizabeth, who was past menopause and therefore unable 
to bear children —  ‘nothing is impossible for god’. According to this account, the birth of John was 
foretold by the angel Gabriel to Zechariah while he was performing his functions as a priest in the 
temple of Jerusalem. Since he is described as a priest of the house of Abijah and Elizabeth as one of 
the daughters of Aaron, this would make John a descendant of Aaron on both his father's and 
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mother's side. It is written in the New Testament, that Zechariah became mute from the time the 
Angel visited him until the time John was named. Elizabeth is described as a ‘relative’ of Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, in Luke 1:36. There is no mention of a family relationship between John and Jesus 
in the other Gospels, and therefore various scholars have described it as ‘of dubious historicity’ 
while others as ‘artificial and undoubtedly Luke's creation’. 

Of his childhood and adolescence only ‘the child grew and was strengthened in spirit; and was in the 

deserts until the day of his manifestation to Israel’ appears in Luke 2:80. 

The Gospels note that John had led a desert life and that 
at the approximate age of 30 he comes forth to deliver 
his message. ‘In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius 

Caesar. . .the word of the Lord was made unto John, the son of 

Zachary, in the desert. And he came into all the country about 

the Jordan, preaching’ (Luke 3:1-3), clothed in garments 
‘of camel's hair, and a leather girdle about his loins’; and 
‘his meat’ … ‘ was locusts and wild honey’ (Matthew 
3:4). ‘Jerusalem and all Judea, and all the country about 
Jordan’ (Matthew 3:5), drawn by his strong and winning 
personality, went out to him; the austerity of his life 
added immensely to the weight of his words; for the 
simple folk, he was truly a prophet (Matthew 11:9). ‘Do 

penance: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’ (Matthew 3:2), such was the burden of his teaching that 
men of all conditions flocked round him. 

 

 

The two seminal events of John’s ministry were the recognition and declaration of Jesus as the 

Messiah, proclaiming ‘Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who taketh away the sin of the world’ (John 
1:29). The second is the Baptism of Jesus in the river Jorden at Bethany. Some scholars maintain that 
John belonged to the Essenes, a semi-ascetic Jewish sect which lived in the community at Qumran, 
expected a messiah, and practised ritual baptism. John used baptism as the central symbol 
or sacrament of his pre-messianic movement. Most biblical scholars agree that John baptized 
Jesus, and several New Testament accounts report that some of Jesus's early followers had 
previously been followers of John.  
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Flavius Josephus writes in Jewish Antiquities (18.118) ‘Now many people came in crowds to him, for they 

were greatly moved by his words. Herod, who feared that the great influence John had over the masses might 

put them into his power and enable him to raise a rebellion (for they seemed ready to do anything he should 

advise), thought it best to put him to death. In this way, he might prevent any mischief John might cause and 

not bring himself into difficulties by sparing a man who might make him repent of it when it would be too 

late’.  

According to the New Testament and Flavius Josephus, John was 

sentenced to death and subsequently beheaded by Herod 
Antipas around 30 AD at the Herodian fortress of Machaerus 
(Mukawir in modern Jordan). John had rebuked him for divorcing his 
wife Phasaelis and then unlawfully wedding Herodias, the wife of his 
brother Herod Philip I. Josephus also mentions John in the Antiquities 

of the Jews and states that he was executed by order of Herod Antipas 
in the fortress at Machaerus ‘Accordingly John was sent as a prisoner, 
out of Herod's suspicious temper, to Machaerus, the castle I already 
mentioned, and was put to death’. 
  

Legacy of St John 
 

Followers of John existed well into the 2nd century AD, and some proclaimed him to be the Messiah. 

In modern times, the followers of John the Baptist are the Mandaeans, an ancient ethno-religious 
group who believe that he is their greatest and final prophet. 

Two Catholic churches and one mosque claim to have the head of John the Baptist: the Umayyad 
Mosque, in Damascus (Syria); the church of San Silvestro in Capite, in Rome; and Amiens 
Cathedral, in France (the French king would have had it brought from the Holy Land after 
the Fourth Crusade). A fourth claim is made by the Residenz Museum in Munich, Germany, which 
keeps a reliquary containing what the Wittelsbach rulers of Bavaria believed to be the head of Saint 
John.  

Iconography of St John 
 

When and How John the Baptist is depicted, including his symbols. 

 
 

Representations normally show St John the Baptist clad in camel's skin. 

The camel skin is important not only because it is specified in the gospels 
but because, along with the leather belt that is also pictured in some cases, 
it refers to John's status as the promised return of Elijah, who was similarly 
dressed. Further important attributes are the lamb, often lying or standing 
on a book, and a cross held like a military standard, sometimes with a 
banner attached (the lamb and the flag). St John is often pointing either to 
a lamb or Christ but implying that he has led the way to Christ. Finally, his 
severed head itself may be used as an attribute, often with some reference 
to the dance of Salome that precedes it.  
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Classical scenes depicting John 
 

The Nativity 

 
The Golden Legend has an entry for the birth of the Baptist (Luke 
1:5-25). It points out that the medieval church year celebrated the 
nativities of only two persons, Jesus and John the Baptist. John's 
image is pictured in the first and third panels of the Salimbenis' 
remarkable fresco cycle in Urbino. The panels faithfully depict Luke 
except in placing the Virgin Mary at the birth. She is placed there in 
the Golden Legend (she ‘did the office and service to receive St John 
Baptist when he was born’) and more explicitly in the Historia 
Scholastica(‘the Blessed Virgin Mary was the first to lift him up’). 
 
 

 

Childhood and Youth 

This is the one area in which the art relies on traditions rather than 
scripture, which states only that ‘the child grew, and was strengthened 

in spirit; and was in the deserts until the day of his manifestation to Israel’ 
(Luke 2:80). Most familiar are the Madonna and Child images with 
John the Baptist, sometimes accompanied by adults such as his 
mother Elizabeth.  

 

 

 

Preaching 

Most images of his 
preaching focus on the 
moment when he declared, 
‘Behold the Lamb of God, 

behold him who taketh away 

the sin of the world’ (John 
1:29). As such, many early 
churches depicted John 
pointing to a lamb that 
symbolized Christ. Later 
images had John pointing 
directly to Christ. The 
Salimbenis fresco has a 
panel of John preaching 
against Herod, albeit a rare 
depiction of the saint.  

Scenes from the life of John the Baptist  
c.1416, Fresco Oratory of San Giovanni Battista, Urbino 

Mary and Elizabeth with Jesus and 
John the Baptist, 

Friedrich Overbeck 
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The Baptism of Christ 
 

 

‘Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. But 

John tried to deter him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you 

come to me?’ Jesus replied, ’Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this 

to fulfil all righteousness.’ Then John consented. As soon as Jesus was 

baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was 

opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting 

on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with 

him I am well pleased.’ Matthew 3:13-17 
 
 
 

The Dance of Salome, The Beheading and Death of John 
 

According to the gospels, Herod's stepdaughter Salome performed a dance that delighted him. For 
her reward her mother asked her to request John's head on a platter (Matthew 14:3-12). 

 

  

Source material: 

McClintock and Strong Biblical Cyclopedia Author and Publisher - Catholic Online 

Printable Catholic Saints. Additional Content Provided by Wikipedia 
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The church of Saint John the Baptist in 

the Muristan is the oldest intact church in 
Jerusalem. Although it dates from the 11th 
century, its crypt is thought to have origins as 
early as the late Roman or Byzantine period (c. 324 
to 500 AD), perhaps established by Empress 
Eudocia, the estranged wife of Emperor 
Theodosius II, in about 450 AD. According to 
Greek Orthodox tradition, the head of St John the 
Baptist was held in the current day crypt after his 
execution by Herod Antipas 
at Machaerus (present-day Jordan). 
 

The original structure was damaged during the Persian conquest of Jerusalem in 614 and restored 

during the 7th century by John the Almoner, Patriarch of Alexandria. By the 11th century it had sunk 
at least 3 metres below street level and was used for storage of goods. Subsequently, Italian 
merchants from the maritime republic of Amalfi acquired the south-west corner of Hadrian’s forum 
where they established a hospice. This, and the church built above the 5th century crypt, and 
administered by Benedictine monks, became part of a pilgrim complex. Knights injured during 
the siege of Jerusalem in 1099 were treated at the hospital, and in time the ‘Order of Knights’ of the 
Hospital of Saint John of Jerusalem was founded.  
 

Initially administered by Benedictine monks and nuns, by the end of the 15th century the church 

had been acquired by the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Jerusalem. During the 16th century, the 
church was used as a mosque, before being acquired once again by the Greek Orthodox. In 1660 a 
large adjacent pilgrim hospice was bult.  
 

Today, a passing tourist might easily pass it by unless he or she knew to 

look out for its small iron door between two shops 
on 113 Christian Quarter Road, above which can be 
seen a relief of disciples carrying the head of St John 
the Baptist and a sign in Greek. If the door is open, 
an enquiring visitor is met by a narrow, covered 
alleyway leading to a small courtyard which also 
houses a monastery for nuns, and an ancient well. 
Directly ahead, the church’s façade 
contains a double bell tower, a 

modern addition to the ancient 11th-century building.  
 
  

Chapter 3 

The Church of Saint John the Baptist in the Muristan 

David H Verity, KStJ 
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The church is constructed on a trefoil plan, that is, a layout consisting of three apses in clover-leaf 
configuration without a nave. It includes a long narthex1 and its dome is supported by 4 pillars.  
 

Visitors to the church — if open — are greeted by some of the finest murals and icons in all 

Jerusalem. By the entrance are the relics of the Greek Saint Paliottis. He came to Jerusalem in the 
1820s but was arrested and martyred at the citadel. Its most precious relic, however, is the icon of 
Saint John the Baptist and fragments of his skull in a silver riza.   
 

Perhaps the most extraordinary feature of the church is 

its green and gold iconostasis2 from 1853. The 
iconostasis, in front of which hangs a golden chandelier, 
is both one of the longest and most ornate to be found 
in the Old City, decorated with icons illustrating the life 
and work of St John. Throughout the church, the walls, 
arches and ceilings are covered with artwork. One 
depicts Jesus pulling Adam and Eve from their graves 
during his descent into Hades, symbolising victory over 
both death and the underworld. Paintings of the four 
evangelists are found on the corners of the church, and 
under two arches are found all twelve apostles.  

 

In the arched entrance there are two murals. One is of the archangel Gabriel announcing to 

Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, that his wife Elizabeth would bear a 
child. The other depicts Zechariah struck dumb by the archangel, writing that 
his son would be called John. There are also an elaborate bishop’s throne and a 
delightful, elevated gold and green 
pulpit at the top of a narrow flight of 
stairs. 
 

A treasured icon on a raised stand 
depicts the head of John the Baptist 
on a silver platter. Beside it, within a 
jewelled silver case, is a piece of skull 
believed to be a relic of the saint. 
 

All in all, this church is a jewel in the 
heart of the Christian quarter of the 

Old City. Its golden dome (originally silver) stands out in 
the Muristan, but its interior is even more remarkable; no 
visitor to Jerusalem with an interest in the Order of St 
John should pass it by. 
 
 
 
     

 1 A narthex is an architectural feature typical of early Christian and Byzantine basilicas and churches. It is formed of 

a vestibule at the west end of the nave opposite the main altar. The narthex was not part of the main church. 
 

2 An iconostasis is a screen found in Eastern churches that separates the area around the altar from the main 

body of the church. It is hung with icons and typically has three openings or doors.  
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Chapter 4 

 

Jerusalem the Golden – Synopsis of a City 

Rebecca Boone Porter & Nicholas Porter, KStJ  

 
The earliest settlements in Jerusalem were during the Chalcolithic Era (4500 - 3200 BC), and 

evidence for the first houses comes from c. 2500 BC, in the Early Bronze Age. Almost a thousand 

years later, c. 2500 BC, the very first city wall was constructed, and the earliest literary reference to 

the city is found in the cuneiform Amarna Letters from c. 1400 BC. The Old Testament picks up on 

Jerusalem’s history from about 1200 BC when the city was conquered by the Canaanites (Jebusites) 

in the first Iron Age and continues with King David’s rule from about 1000 BC during the second 

Iron Age. A summary of Jerusalem’s timeline is given in the Appendices.  

In this chapter a succinct illustrated description is offered for each of the district periods of 

Jerusalem’s history – a troubled city where the Order of St. John was born in battle and sickness 

almost 1000 years ago, in a region where the need for healing is as acute as it has even been. 

 

Urshalim (14th – 12th Centuries BC) 
 

Jerusalem, as the world understands it today, truly began with King David. Perhaps a cultic center, 

it was known originally as Urusalim or the ‘foundation 
of Shalim’ – the Canaanite god of the rising and setting 
sun. When Jerusalem appeared in the Old Testament, 
it was home to the Jebusites and called Jebus. 
Encouraged by God’s promise, David conquered the 
fortified city by cleverly entering through its water 
tunnels. He claimed the city as his own, renaming it 
the ‘City of David’ and establishing it as the heart of 
his kingdom – capital of the Jewish world.  
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The City of David (11th – 7th Centuries BC)  
 

 David transformed Jebus into his capital with a kingly palace. Only after he brought the Ark of 

the Covenant into the city, as commanded by Exodus 25:22, did it become 
a holy place. Eventually, he began the construction of an equally lavish 
house for the Ark on Mount Mariah. ‘Here I am dwelling in a house of cedar 

while the Ark of God abides in a tent.’ But 
it was David’s son and heir Solomon 
who finished the temple, cementing 
Jerusalem’s numinous identity. The 

Temple and the Ark became the heart of Israelite religious and 
urban life. Today, the archeological site is part of the Jerusalem 
Walls National Park, located in Wadi Hilweh, an extension of 
the Palestinian neighborhood of Silwan in East Jerusalem. 
 
 

City in Exile (6th Century BC) 

 

Centuries after David and Solomon, the City of David 

and Kingdom of Judah fell to the Babylonians in 587 BC. 
The Babylonian army looted the Temple, leveled much of 
Jerusalem, and killed or enslaved Jerusalem’s 
inhabitants. The expulsions occurred in several waves. 
Following the siege of Jerusalem in 597 BC, about 7,000 
individuals were exiled to Mesopotamia. Further 
expulsions followed in 587 BC with the destruction of 
Jerusalem and Solomon's Temple. The Babylonian Exile 
and desolation of Jerusalem mark a period of profound 
loss that shaped prophetic literature and Biblical tradition 
as a time of doleful captivity and suffering. 
 

 

Second Temple Period (6th Century BC – 1st Century AD) 
 

The Second Temple period (or post-exilic period) occurred 

over about 600 years (516 BC – 70 BC).  In 539 BC, the Persian 
Cyrus the Great defeated the Babylonian Empire. Known for 
his religious tolerance, Cyrus released exiled Judeans to 
return home. Jerusalem was duly rebuilt, allowing for the 
restoration of Jewish religious and cultural identity. By the 
end of the century, a modest second temple was completed, 
marking the beginning of the Second Temple period—a time 
that continued to place the city as a religious and political 
center for the Jewish people. This period ended with the First 
Jewish–Roman War and the Roman siege of Jerusalem.  

The Flight of the Prisoners (James 
Tissot,1896): Exile of the Jews from 

Canaan to Babylon 
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Herod’s City (37 BC – 70 AD) 
 

Under King Herod, who ruled Jerusalem during the Roman Empire, the city’s spiritual and 

cultural soul flourished. An ally of Rome, Herod actively promoted Jerusalem as a religious 
stronghold. His visionary construction projects left 
an enduring legacy, especially his ambitious 
expansion of the Temple that doubled its size and 
raised its foundational platform to dominate the 
city’s skyline. However, tensions with Hellenistic 
influences created social and theological divides. 
Jewish society splintered into diverse sects – 
Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots, and the early 
Christians — all with distinct visions for the faith. 

 

Aelia Capitolina (1st – 3rd Centuries AD) 
 

Herod’s Jerusalem and the Second Temple collapsed 

violently. Judean relationships with Rome collapsed, revolts 
spread across Judea, and in 70 AD the Roman Emperor Titus 
razed Jerusalem to the ground. Her temples were burned 
and the Jews expelled from the city. Thus divorced from her 
religious roots, Jerusalem became ‘Aelia Capitolina’, a 
Roman city housing a small legion. Of interest, its original 
plan is still reflected in Jerusalem’s Old City today. 
However, being remote from trade routes, in time Aelia 
Capitolina gradually atrophied, becoming a sparsely 
inhabited town. Aelia Capitolina was thus a Roman 
colony founded on the ruins of Jerusalem. This marked a complete transformation of the city from 
a busy Jewish metropolis to a pagan settlement dedicated to the cult of Capitoline Jupiter.  
 

Hagia Polis (4th – 7th Centuries AD) 

Imperial power eventually shifted again, marking Constantine’s reign 

over eastern Roman territory. A visionary, Constantine recognized Aelia 
Capitolina as a critical site to cement his new imperial power and 
Christian faith. Constantine’s mother, Empress Helena, played a crucial 
role in her son’s ambitions by making a pilgrimage to the Holy City in 
326 AD. Under Byzantine rule, the Hagia Polis (Holy City) flourished 
and became a spiritual, monastic, and international center. Constantine 
constructs the Church of the Holy Sepulchre over the sites of Jesus’  
crucifixion and resurrection. Subsequent emperors build monasteries, 
hospitals, markets, and hospices at holy sites across the region to serve 
the hundreds of thousands of Christian pilgrims visiting each year. 

 

The first coin issued at the mint of 
Aelia Capitolina about 130 AD, the 
reverse showing Emperor Hadrian 

ploughing the first furrow. 
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Al-Quds (7th – 11th Centuries AD) 

After mutually destructive warfare had exhausted the Sassanid and Byzantine Empires, the 

resulting power vacuum was filled by Muslim Caliph ‘Umar (Umar ibn al-Khattab, also spelled 
Omar). He established the Pact of Umar1 and conquered much of the Middle East and Jerusalem in 
638 AD, becoming the first Muslim ruler to seize the city. Although the transition was relatively 
peaceful (with respect to sites such as the Holy Sepulchre), the official culture changed, and with it 
the name from Jerusalem to Al-Quds.  Under the Umayyad Empire, the formerly abandoned Temple 
Mount became the cultic center of the new triumphant religion – Islam – with the Al Aqsa Mosque 
Complex and its architectural masterpiece of the Dome of the Rock dominating the city’s skyline. 
 

Crusader Jerusalem (1099 – 1187 AD) 
 

The Kingdom of Jerusalem was established following the capture of Jerusalem in July 1099 by 

Frankish armies under Raymond of Toulouse and Godfrey of Bouillon. The Frankish Crusaders 
were eager for Jerusalem to reflect their French culture and Roman 
Catholicism. Western clerics and nobility dominated the city. 
Palaces were built, the Via Delarosa established, and a gothic bell 
tower was added to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Meanwhile, 
the European monastic-military orders of the Hospitallers and the 
Templars seized religiously strategic areas for their headquarters 
– the Muristan abutting the Holy Sepulchre Complex and the 
Complex atop the Temple Mount, respectively. 

 

Al-Quds Restored (13th – 15th Centuries AD) 
 

The armies of Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub or Saladin captured Jerusalem in 1187. His victory 
marked a decisive shift in control over the sacred city and reshaped the region. However, it also left 
the city with heavy human losses and material damage. Both and Mamluk overlords launched 
massive building campaigns with the distinct socio-political agenda of proclaiming Islam’s 
supremacy. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre was left shuttered, and its keys were entrusted to 
Muslim families.  Meanwhile, beautiful palaces, libraries, and madrassas were erected in and 
around the Al-Aksa Complex. Jerusalem soon found itself robed in Muslim splendor. 
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1 The Pact (or Covenant) of Umar was a treaty with conquered non-Muslims. It gained canonical status 
in Islamic jurisprudence, specifying rights and restrictions for ‘dhimmis’, or ‘protected persons’ - these 

including Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, and others of recognized faiths living under Islamic rule. 



 

 

  

Ottoman Jerusalem (16th – 19th Centuries AD) 
 

In 1516, Ottoman forces conquered Jerusalem and integrated the city into a vast and well-organized 

empire. Thus began a sustained period of stability.  Suleiman the Magnificent ordered the city’s 
walls reconstructed in 1541. These walls still define the Old 
City’s boundaries today. Four major communities comprised 
its population: Jews, Greco-Arab Christians, Arab Muslims, 
and Armenian Christians. During the late Ottoman period, 
European imperial ambitions in the Middle East caused 
Jerusalem to become a highly diverse and vibrant city. Due to 
its religious significance to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, 
European hospitals, schools, and churches were built in and 
around the city, and Jerusalem slowly entered the modern age. 

 

Mandate Jerusalem (1921 – 1948) 
 

During World War I, the British Egyptian Expeditionary Force defeated the Ottoman forces in 

Palestine. British Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Edmund Allenby, entered Jerusalem on foot on 
11 December 1917. Officially, the British Mandate began in 1922. Its confident architecture remains 
on display throughout Western Jerusalem. Another 
legacy can be recognized in the abiding Western 
orientation of Jerusalem’s Jewish, Palestinian Arab, 
and Armenian residents. The British Mandate also 
ushered in an era of intense strife and violence 
between Jews and Palestinian Arabs, each seeking to 
create a state with Jerusalem as its capital. The result 
was heavy casualties among fighters and civilians on 
the British, Jewish, and Arab sides. By April 1948, the 
British withdrew from all of Palestine.  
 

Modern Jerusalem (1948 – present) 
 

On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion formally proclaimed the establishment of the State of Israel, 

and Jerusalem was divided. Eastern Jerusalem fell under Jordanian control, Western Jerusalem 
under Israeli control. The physical division ended with the Israeli capture of East Jerusalem during 
the 1967 Six-Day War. Buildings in the Mughrabi Quarter were cleared to transform the holy site of 
the Western Wall (Kotel) into the most sacred space in the city. Western Jerusalem’s tall modern 
buildings now vie with the Dome of the Rock to dominate the skyline. Despite the many peace 
processes over the decades the city remains demographically and politically divided, awaiting 
resolution of the wider Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
 

Over the millennia, various scriptures, prophets, priests, and kings have proclaimed that God chose 
Jerusalem to be an extraordinary place of divine encounter with humankind. The city’s turbulent 
history and contested lands and sacred places present a seemingly impossible challenge to the 
international community in its quest for peace once again. The Order of St John remains dedicated 
to its people, as it has for over 140 years, reflecting the commitment and compassion of the Order 
of Hospitaller Knights some 1000 years earlier.  
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 Views of Jerusalem 
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