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Dear Brethren of Saint John of Jerusalem, 
Knights Hospitaller – OSJ (Malta),

Once more us Christians will soon commemorate the 
birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. In contemplating the Nati-
vity of the Lord we open our hearts to Hope and see the 
divine glory wondrously revealed in the innocence of a 
Child wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a man-

ger. That night in Bethlehem, Christ became one of us, 
to be our companion through the various paths of histo-
ry. Let us take the hand held out to us by the Child: it is 
the hand of a friend and not one that will seize anything 
from us. We live in terrible times, amidst what is probably 
one of the worst crisis of modern times. Economic diffi-
culties hem us in, and there seems no clear way out. 
Nevertheless, following the tradition of our Order, born
in Holy Land, we must fulfill the destiny for which we 

have been created: i.e. service to our neighbours and 
help for those in need.

Let us be living witnesses to this Hope. A Hope that, 
according to Saint Thomas Aquinas, is:

A MESSAGE from 
H.E. THE LIEUTENANT-GRAND MASTER

“inspired virtue which qualifies humanity to have confiden-
ce and full certainty of eternal life and the means, super-

natural as well as natural, necessary to achieve it, resting 
on the almighty aid of God”.

Even more, Christmas should encourage us to strive for 
more solidarity among families, among nations and 
among mankind - a light of Hope for all. We, who are 
followers of the White Cross, are those who should(…)
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(…) exemplify this Hope in a world that has drifted apart from 
the Lord. This Christmas, we must go deeper in love and in 
hope. We must be messengers of the great news of the birth 
of the Redeemer, and make yet greater efforts in works of 
charity to mitigate, wherever possible, the ills affecting our 
society.
During these Christmas Festivities, I wish you all possible happi-
ness. May the Child of Bethlehem, the Lord Jesus, lighten your 
homes and his blessing, once more, be daily upon them. In 
these days, our prayers should echo the message of the 
angels - “peace on earth and goodwill to all who are God’s 
friends” - and, as is our particular duty, remembering those 
who are persecuted for professing the Christian Faith.

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ and in Saint John: let the 
news that no-one is a stranger to the love of the Lord, be the 
message of our Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, Knights
Hospitaller.

God bless you and the work you do in his name !

Pro Fide Pro Utilitate Hominum

Yours in Christ & in Saint John,

4

Paul M. BORG, OSJ,
Lt.-Grand Master
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And the Word 
became flesh and lived 

among us, 
and we have seen his glory,

the glory as of a father's 
only son, full of grace and 

truth.
For most people, it is the account of Jesus' birth in the Gos-
pel of Luke that is the "real" Christmas gospel. Here we hear 
the story of how Joseph and his fiancée Mary had to travel 
to Bethlehem to be enrolled, and while they were there, 
she had to give birth to her son, Jesus, in a stable because 
there was no room for them in the inn, and in connection 
with the birth, the message that the Savior of the world has 
come into the world is preached by angels to some shep-
herds in the fields near Bethlehem. While in Luke's account 
of the birth of Jesus, we are immediately in the middle of 
the course of history, at a very specific point in the history of 
mankind, we are led by John back to the morning of crea-
tion, to the beginning of history. It is no coincidence that
John begins his gospel with the same words that begin the creation account in Genesis: "In the beginning ..." With these 
words it is established that it is the same God who in the beginning of time created the world, who at a very specific time 
broke into history, into human existence and revealed himself in Jesus of Nazareth. This means that God, after creating the 
world, not only withdrew in exalted majesty as the distant and unapproachable God and let the world sail its own lake, nor 
that the world itself is an evil, and that we must therefore turn away from the world as a precondition for dealing with God,
but it means that God is the near God who loves his creature, each and every one, even though this creature (…)
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(…) has turned away from him. This means that God personally has interve-
ned in history to save us humans from the perdition in ourselves. This is also 
what Johannes expresses in a perhaps a little incomprehensible way for 
many with the words: "The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did 
not overcome it.“

At the same time, the reference to creation means that things are put in 
their proper place immediately, that man is put in the right relationship with 
God. God is the creator, man is the created, who in every way owes his 
existence to God, man is totally subordinate to God. But at the same time 
another and crucial thing is established, namely that man is created in the 
image of God, that despite his turn away from God he belongs to him, and 
that God still acknowledges this relationship and therefore does not let 
man go. Sure, man has turned from God against himself to become his 
own master, but it can in no way shake the fact that man is created by 
God, that he belongs to God, as it is also expressed in the words: "He came 
to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.”

Of the many other questions in our Christian faith that are addressed in the 
introduction to the Gospel of John, I would like to cite only one, namely the 
words: “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have 
seen his glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of grace and truth.” 
These are words that we often hear quoted, but how often do we not

forget to take them literally, to understand them in their full meaning? We can all quickly agree that God has revealed 
himself in Jesus of Nazareth, but when we must describe this Jesus in more detail, almost immediately great disagree-
ments arise, for the vast majority will make Jesus a kind of superman, free from all desires, of a bodily nature, in all things 
exalted above ordinary people. That is naturally because we all want to see our ideals in a sublime light, but that is ex-
actly what is dangerous when it comes to Jesus. Jesus is not an ideal figure and must never become one. He is not one 
that we should strive with all our might to come to resemble - he is our Savior, in him the creative and life-giving word of 
God has come into our lives, in him God has bestowed upon us the remission of sins and the promise of eternal(…)
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(…) life, and it is something completely different than an ideal. An ideal is a person 
to whom one must give something to come to resemble, but we must not strive to 
come to resemble God or Jesus - that would be a blasphemy. God does not require 
accomplishments as a condition for us to approach him, but he himself has come to 
us in Jesus of Nazareth, and in him he has given us love and forgiveness.

That Jesus is a true human being is most evident in the history of suffering, where we 
hear how the fear of death overwhelms him. First in the Garden of Gethsemane, 
where he asked to be freed from death on the cross, and later Good Friday, when 
he hung on the cross and in his fear of death shouted, "My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?" In this man who suffered and died on the cross for the love of 
God, God showed by resurrecting him from the dead that his love extends beyond 
sin and death. In the resurrection of Jesus, he revealed his great love for us human 
beings and proclaimed to us that in faith we should partake of the resurrection of 
Jesus, as true he was a true human being like us. Our true Christmas joy is that this 
human being, in whom God has revealed his love, was born a little more than 2000 
years ago, and therefore we can wish each other a Merry and Blessed Christmas in 
his name.

God bless you.

Rev. Niels REFSKOU, KJSJ,
Chairman of the Ecclesiastical Council.

Niels Refskou



QUOTE on the GIFT of CHRISTMAS

God never gives someone a 

gift they are 

not capable of receiving. 

If He gives us the gift of 

Christmas, it is because we all 

have the ability 

to understand and receive it.

Pope Francis
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The END of a CIVILISATION 

9

In the wake of the absolutization of freedom, autonomy, and self-determination, the way is 
being paved for a new culture. Pope John Paul II called this new culture the culture of 
death. For as an echo of this absolute self-determination that carries with it the absolute-
zation of freedom and autonomy and in fact sums it up, the demand for abortion and 
euthanasia to be recognized as a right is heard. Whereas centuries earlier the aim was to 
establish life as a right, the end of the last century was marked by a radical shift towards 

claiming the right to death. We can rightly ask whether we find ourselves at the end of a 
civilization in which the promotion of life was paramount, and that we are now entering a 
new civilization that tends to promote death. But can we still speak of a civilization at this 
point? I am not sure what word we can use, but I am spontaneously thinking of the term 
‘barbarism’. We certainly cannot consider it a growth of civilization when the fundamental 
right to life and the use of all means to respect, promote, and, if necessary, restore the 
dignity of life, of every life, are undermined.

It is no coincidence that, within Christianity, concern for the respect and promotion of
human dignity has always occupied centre stage. Throughout the Judaeo-Christian tradition, there is a growing insight that 
life is sacred because it has its origin in God who is sacred. And since the coming of Christ, who brought about man’s salva-
tion through his suffering and death on the cross, man may also share in the resurrection and his destiny is assured: also in 
God. Absolute respect for all life has its foundation in the sanctity of life. And this sanctity, in turn, is grounded in the fact 
that man has a divine nature. We are born of God and become one with God in death.

Consequently, to interfere with life is to interfere with God, who is uniquely present in man. Jesus pointed out this identifi-
cation of God with man in a special way when he spoke about the final judgment. There, it is said that whatever we did for 
the least of these, we did for Jesus himself (cf. Mt 25:40). 

Christianity has a hard time of it today because it wants to make a radical break with the Judaeo-Christian (…)

PRO FIDE: 
The END of a CIVILISATION (B) 
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(…) view of man and life. If one wants to get a grip on life in a totalitarian way, one has to deal with the One who is at 
the origin and the final destination of this life, namely God. The religious persecution we are witnessing in the West today 
is the only way to radically alienate man from his roots and from his destination at the same time. The culture of death 
can only be promoted by banishing God from life. For God is the great obstacle to becoming one’s own god and thus 
being able to take the final decision about life and death into one’s own hands. As long as this is in God’s hands, man is 
powerless against it. So, it is indeed a power struggle between God and man, in which man tries to kill his father. In our 
day, a cruel patricide is taking place in order to enable the way to infanticide.

So, what was always there as a possibility and kept burning like a smouldering fire throughout human history, (…)

PRO FIDE: 
The END of a CIVILISATION (B) 

This tendency to turn away from the Father is, of course, nothing new. 
Already in the first pages of the Bible, it is described how the first man wanted 
to become his own god. The fact that this is mentioned in the story of Crea-
tion is a sign that this is ingrained, as it were, in our human nature. It is the 
consequence of our freedom whereby we, as humans, have the possibility to 
choose God or to turn away from him. It is always about that freedom. The 
freedom we received as a gift to enter into the relationship of love with God 
in a very authentic way, because love cannot be imposed, but only recei-
ved and given freely, was perverted into an instrument with which we can 
turn away from God, cut ourselves off from his love.

It is also striking that in the Bible story, after the patricide, which occurs at the 
time of the Fall, there is the fratricide, which follows almost immediately when 
Cain kills his brother Abel. The patricide paves the way for the fratricide. 
Once one has dealt with the father, it is but a small step to dealing with the 
son, his own brother. The absolutization of freedom frees us from both the 
father and the brother. We no longer have to answer to the father and we 
no longer have to be responsible for our brother. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” 
(Gn 4:9).

“I have noticed that 
everyone who is for 

abortion has already 
been born."



trisomy 21 during prenatal screening are killed through abortion 
and that of the approximately 450 children with Down syndrome 
still born each year, most are born due to an error in early detec-
tion. So, they are only born by accident. Many consider this to be a 
fortunate development of science and the slogan remains that in 
this way it is possible to grow towards a ‘Down-free’ society. A 
person with a disability is being labelled as someone with an inferior 
life to whom one does a service, and, above all, a service to socie-
ty, of course, by killing them before they come into the world. This is 
pure eugenics being practiced here, the same anthropological 
manipulation that was practiced by Nazism to achieve a purer 
race.

When man no longer accepts that he is created by God, he loses 
the connection with the image in which he was created. Man then 
becomes his own reference and he even assumes the right to act 
as creator and henceforth to determine which human being he 
wishes to see next to him. In the case of artificial insem-ination with

11

(…) is now blazing away. It is with an aggressiveness that absolute freedom is claimed and people want to take total con-
trol over life and death. 

It always reminds me of professor Jérôme Lejeune who, after discovering a genetic anomaly causing Down syndrome and 
wanting to research it further in the hope of finding a cure, was suddenly confronted with the misuse of his discovery to kill 
trisomy 21 carriers through abortion. Today, it has been established that in France 96% of children found to be carriers of

an external donor, for example, one determines, as if from a recipe book, which child one wants. It then becomes a case 
of fertilization à la carte. Every prenatal examination has only one purpose, namely to be able to determine at an early 
stage whether the child one is carrying is normal and, if an abnormality is found, to have an abortion as soon as possible. 
At the time of the one-child regime in China, even the sex of the child was the norm for whether or not to have an 
abortion. (…)

PRO FIDE: 
The END of a CIVILISATION (B) 
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(…) We have all felt that in legalizing abortion, a line was crossed. Something that was considered punishable even in 
Greek civilization was now, under certain circumstances, no longer punishable. We must realize that when a boundary is 
cros-sed, it actually no longer exists and anything becomes possible. What we have been witnessing worldwide for the 
last thirty years is indeed moving in this direction. What was originally still considered an exception, and therefore subject 
to strict conditions, is now claimed as a right, and the conditions that are still dared to be formulated are now just down-
right hollow formalities in which an exception can always be found. In the same way, euthanasia and assisted suicide are 

removed one by one from the criminal code under certain conditions and then very quickly promoted to a right.

What worries us most is the speed with which people take all 

this for granted and allow themselves to be swept away by 
what is presented to them as the latest achievements of our 
current civilization. It is as if they feel liberated from restrictions 
that went against human nature. At the same time, they do 
not realize that they are sinning against this very human natu-
re. Everything that is inherent in human nature is manipulated, 
sought to be bent to one’s will. They abandon their position of 
steward of creation by taking the place of the Creator. In 
pride, one considers oneself much better than the Creator by 

constantly wanting to make corrections, and if these correcti-
ons do not produce the desired results, to simply eliminate 
what has been created. During the Nazi trials, people were 
surprised to find that many of the so-called executioners in the 
concentration camps, who cold-bloodedly tortured and killed 
thousands of prisoners, were in fact ordinary citizens who felt

they had simply carried out their appointed duties correctly. Dragged along and blinded by Nazi ideology, they no 
longer saw the prisoners as fellow human beings, but as objects that disrupted the development of an ideal society and 
therefore had to be eliminated. It had become a routine act. 

Are we not in the same situation now, when even believers allow themselves to be carried away indiscriminately(…)

PRO FIDE: 
The END of a CIVILISATION (B) 
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(…) by situational ethics and have lost the understanding that killing another person is and remains an intrinsic evil ? The 
role of the media in this is of course pernicious, deliberately playing the card of hedonism and utilitarianism and 

subordinating all values to it. During Nazism and fascism, it was a specific person who led the masses astray, but now the 
media seems to have taken over that role. Sometimes it turns into a true glorification of the culture of death as a sign 
that the tyranny of religion has been overcome, which was and still is the only resistance to this absolutization of self-
determination. A yoke has been thrown off, but it was precisely this yoke that was supposed to preserve us from losing 
the essence of our humanity. The new civilization that is now emerging is more like that of the jungle where only the 

strongest survive. It is a civilization that is destroying itself because it 
is eliminating its weakest links. If, however, the weakest links fail, then 
the whole chain goes. For the strength of the chain will manifest 

itself in the strength of the weakest link. If the chain is to be strong 
and to be maintained, the weakest links will have to be taken very 
good care of. Here, we come very close to the evan-gelical
paradox where it is said that when we are weak, then we are strong 
(2 Cor 12:10). On a social level, this means that the greatness of a 
civilization will manifest itself precisely in the care that it devotes 
and wants to continue to devote to its weakest members. Are we 
not seeing today that this is precisely what is being compromised, 
no longer guaranteed, and even neglected? And all this from an 
ideology that wants to present itself as a new civilization. 

Time is running out. In fact, time is up and we need to turn back
the clock and think hard about the direction we are taking as a society. A boundary has been crossed, and once this 
has happened, it seems, as we have already indicated, that there are no more boundaries. But some boundaries are 

also barriers that must not be crossed, because otherwise we might plunge into the abyss. Perhaps it is precisely this kind 
of barrier that we are crossing, and the abyss awaits us unless we quickly retrace our steps before it is really too late.

PRO FIDE: 
The END of a CIVILISATION (B) 

Frater René STOCKMAN, KSJ,
Superior General, Brothers of Charity.



QUOTE on CHRISTMAS

Once in our world, 

a stable had something in it 

that was bigger 

than our whole world.

C. S. Lewis
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St. Francis Commandery held their annual general mee-
ting at the St. Francis Yacht Club in San Francisco on 
November 20, 2021. This was the first in person meeting in 
more than two years because of the Covid 19 pandemic. 
Masks and proof of vaccination are required in all esta-
blishments in the Bay Area. Chevalier Biz Obley opened 
the meeting with a short summary of the forthcoming 
Sovereign Council meeting to be held April 21-24, 2022 at 
the Victoria Hotel in Sliema, Malta. The Sovereign Council 
meeting will be held on Saturday April 23rd and attendees 
will be in their red robes and regalia. The meeting will take 
place unless travel restrictions are in effect at that time. 

Following the traditions of the original Knights Hospitaller, 
the Commandery of St. Francis aims to support wounded 
vete-rans, who have sacrificed much of their lives to pre-
serve our freedom.
This is achieved by raising funds and contributing to 
selected Veterans causes in the San Francisco Bay Area 
while enjoying the cameraderie and fellowship of fellow 
Dames and Knights.
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CHARITY: VETERANS ACTIONS,
St. Francis Cdry, Priory of the PACIFIC (USA) 

REPORT: PRIORY of the PACIFIC, Veterans
Actions, St. Francis Commandery

Fall 2021

Chevalier Keith Turner, Commander of St. Francis Commandery, summarized the zoom activities of the year and poin-
ted out the diligent work of Chevalier Gordon Hess and Chevalier Tom Gilheany in organizing and delivering a virtual 
auction held in April which raised substantial funds for the Commandery to later distribute to veteran charities. Cheva-

lier William Chadwick participated with the auctioneer to ensure a seamless event. (…)



2022. 

Chevalier Christopher Barnes and his lovely wife Cathe-
rine reported on their visit to Chevalier Brian Bean and 
his wife Kathleen who reside in Haley, Idaho. All is well 
up there, and Kathleen is the Commandery assistant 
Chaplain to Father Jack Izzo. Chevalier Barnes and 
Catherine had an extended trip across the USA in their 
new RV and certainly broke in their new toy.

After the invocation, a bountiful meal was enjoyed by
the attendees with the Golden Gate Bridge and a 
beautiful sunset as a fitting backdrop to a productive 
meeting.

Yours in St. John,
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Biz Obley, KJSJ.
Prior,

Pacific Priory (USA)

(…) Commander Turner gave a detailed summary of the 
charities that were supported du-ring a Covid 19 suppressed 
year for many organizations.
However, the Commandery supported the Horseshoe Bay
Fishing outings, the restoration of the sailing yacht, Clover, 

which has twenty veterans involved , and will soon be sailing 
on San Francisco Bay with more veterans involved, and 
Canines for Veterans, a charity that provides service dogs to 
woun-ded veterans. Commander Turner concluded with a 
summary of the activities of Ranger Road, another charity 
supported by the Commandery, which has established a 
sailing program for veterans on San Francisco Bay and has 
seen more than 40 veterans sign up for this program. 

Chevalier Paul Griffin gave a report on the status of the
Commandery treasury which is in fine shape after the virtual 
auction and donations to the Commandery. Chevalier Grif-
fin also reported that the small luncheon held in August at 
the polo field restaurant in Santa Rosa had been a success-
ful outing. During the year $ 49,000 was distributed to chari-
ties that support wounded veterans in their recovery from 
PTSD, brain injury, depression, and loss of limbs.

Chevalier Obley called for a vote for the new Commander 
of St. Francis and Chevalier Tom Gilheany was approved by
acclamation. Commander Turner and his lovely wife Linda, 
were applauded for their steadfast support and work during
his tenure. The new Commander, Chevalier Gilheany was 
introduced with his lovely wife, Dame Jennifer Seidler, and 
they will be leading the Commandery effective January 1st, 

CHARITY: VETERANS ACTIONS,
St. Francis Cdry, Priory of the PACIFIC (USA) 



Lecture “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, by Herman Count VAN ROMPUY, 
first Permanent President of the European Council (2009 to 2014) of the European Union.
Grimbergen Abbey (B), General Chapter Benelux Grand Priory, November 13, 2021.
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Covid still raging, the Benelux Grand Priory turned the restrictions into an 
opportunity: a marvellous opportunity. On November 13nd, 2021, in the 
Grimbergen Abbey Basilica, we had the exceptional honour to have as 
our very special speaker of the day: Herman Count VAN ROMPUY, 
President Emeritus of the European Union, Minister of State, Prime Minister 
Em., Minister of Budget Em., Chairman Em. of the Chamber of Represen-
ta-tives, just to name the most important functions he performed so 
meticulously. He is praised as “a consensus-builder, who had brought a 
period of political stability to his country” and as “the painstaking builder 
of impossible compromises”. As a most prominent Christian Democrat, 
always openly faithful to his conviction and belief,  he published different 
books, and he is a renowned Haiku-poet as well. 

Grand Prior Jan Lambrecht, OSJ, welcomed the gathering and initiated 
by sketching some contemporary societal phenomena and challenges 
the church and Christians have to confront. 
These are the considerations Herman Van Rompuy shared with us:

1. Before talking about the role of Christians in the world today, we should 
try to describe the world we live in, at least in those aspects that are rele-
vant to today's topic. The danger in describing trends is that one genera-
lises and caricatures.
We live in a new world. The European individual of 2021 is different from 
that of the founding fathers of the Union. He or she has different values 
and lives in a society that is more prosperous, more equal, healthier (…)

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory
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(…) and older, less child-centered, more mobile, better educated and informed, more feminine, more international, 
more diverse, freer, more secular, more dangerous, more lonely, more critical, more changeable, more polluted 
and more threatened and often less happy.  At the same time, the world is much more peaceful. In short, we live 

in a different kind of civilisation, particularly in Europe. And yet, no matter 
what political regime they have to endure or where they live, people 
continue to yearn for an ordinary, good life for themselves and their families. 
Regardless, this is our time and that of our children and grandchildren. You 
must embrace your time, “il faut épouser son temps”. You need to live in the 
present.

The great danger is that some people want this good life all to themselves, 
they are less inclined to share, they compare themselves to others incessantly 
(source of unhappiness) and they are overly focused on the short term. They 
feel insufficiently protected and supported by their leaders.  These people are 
scared and insecure. This group lives in peace, but is not content. They don't 
trust many other people and are quick to spot enemies. The positive values 
are too often supplanted by negative emotions. 
For millions of Americans, President Trump himself is the answer to their fears 
and resentments. He creates the following sense of identity and self-worth in a 
group of people: I am something, I am somebody because I am a supporter 
of a powerful man who thinks and feels the same way as I do.

The strong individualisation is therefore striking. It is the consequence of 
technological developments (television, social media) that have in turn 
weakened social (and family) capital. It means that people are freer, but also 
more insecure, less embedded in structures and therefore more independent

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

from them. This individualisation also translates politically, among other things, into a strong volatility of voting beha-
viour. One is less connected and less committed. This individualisation makes many mistrust the 'establishment' or the 
'elites'!  They are a threat to their freedom. (…)



19

(…) That distrust also affects all other people! Trust goes hand in hand with solidarity. To the extent that the latter is 

diminished, distrust also increases.

Man today is also in a technological and economic storm, in effect a revolution. Never before have changes been
so rapid and so profound. Many can no longer cope with the rhythm and suc-
cumb to psychological 'diseases of civilisation'. This personal upheaval goes
hand-in-hand with other objective, dangerous developments. The climate is 
deteriorating faster than we feared, but policies to combat it are also causing
major changes in our way of life and in our economies.

Recent years have been marked by a 'multiple crisis': since 2008, the crisis has 
affected the banks, the euro, the economy, refugees, security (terror), climate, 
health (pandemic) and energy. One crisis after another. Some come from out-
side Europe, others are endogenous. Needless to say, all this adds to the uncer-
tainty. 

2. The individual today is looking for stability (normality) in the face of the chan-
ges that confront him. That stability is what some people seek from those who 
want to take them back to the past (when America and England were still 
'great'; when there were no migrants!), to a world that no longer exists and will 
never return. Some people say that they are not heard, that they have no 
voice, but at the same time they vote for parties that are not actually demo-
cratic. These inconsistencies are also expressions of despair.

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

However, we must continue to distinguish and see reality in all its layers and complexity. All of this does not mean that 
all 'reasonableness' and 'solidarity' have disappeared. On the contrary. We have seen this recently with the flooding 
crisis. 'Most people are goodhearted' (Rutger Breman). We also see this in everyday life. But one cannot ignore new 
trends in our society either. 

The current uncertainty will not 'return' to the 'old' stability. The churches do not fill up after a pandemic like (…)
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(…) they do after a war. The traditional parties are waiting in vain for the 'times of yore' to be restored! That nostalgia 
is a dramatic mistake. An even greater one is to reject the present 'time' and to shut oneself up in one's own belief: 
one day all will be well again. As I said, my motto is: 'You need to live in the present'. We must live in today's world 
and cherish it. It's the only one we have. Our children and grandchildren are growing up in a world that is theirs (and 
ours) and they usually cherish it just as we did when we were young.

Today's society clearly demonstrates that there are limits to its 
‘makeability'. Traditional political parties were founded and have 
flourished in a completely different form of coexistence. Effectively, 
the exact opposite of what they had in mind. Individualisation has 
largely displaced the person with concentric circles of connected-
ness around him. The old world, as it were, has imploded. Now each 
must find his own way in this new civilisation. That takes a long time 
and requires imagination, courage, faith and hope. 

The new era has also developed sensitivities that are truly progress-
sing in the ethical field as well. I think of the respect for any minority 
of any kind. The speed with which same-sex marriage became 
socially accepted in our country is a powerful sign of this. Attention 
to nature and animal welfare is now massive. They are practically 
fractious moments in our history. However, this respect for every life 
has not been extended to the unborn. This is an obstacle to indivi-
dual freedom. 

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

In that new era, the sensitivity to symbols and imagery from the pre-digital or pre-industrial or pre-scientific period has 
declined sharply because there are no points of reference. However, the sensitivity to values remains. There is a deep 
longing for goodness, for authentically-experienced goodness. There is a lot of cynicism because all the 'masks' have 
come off or are falling off. Nothing remains hidden. Role models fall out of their role because of the transparency of 
everything they did or said. Scandals undermine credibility. Trust goes on horseback and returns on foot. Many want 
to believe and still believe in goodness. Others give up. (…)

Welcome

& introduction
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(…) 'Man is the measure of all things' has been the optimistic ideal since the Renaissance. Science has given us, as a 
community of humans, a great deal of control over nature, our way of life, our health, our sexuality, etc. This pande-
mic is being contained by a quickly-discovered and mass-produced vaccine, unlike the Spanish flu a hundred years
ago. Humanity is stronger but not the individual. As an individual, he feels like a 
plaything of Fate, often let down by leaders, frightened by the water and fire 
of climate change. Mankind as a whole propagates 'social engineering', but 
ordinary mortals experience their great vulnerability and dependence. I am 
not even talking about our common defeat in the face of death. We pretend 
that it no longer exists. 

But what does vulnerability mean? First of all, this is the opposite of invulnera-
bility! We come across a lot of artificial invulnerability, an almost childish tough-
ness. Nothing can bring us down then. Some consider themselves above the 
law, above others, above the virus. Everything can be bought or every plea-
sure can be fulfilled. In the same vein is the longing for the 'strong man' who 
solves all problems without a hitch. This usually ends badly, but time and again 
these fairy tales or delusions are spread and embodied. 

Individual human beings feel vulnerable from the very beginning of their exis-
tence. How fragile is a baby! Much in your later life is determined by your 
origins, by the place where you live, by your health, by the risks of every day, 
for example in traffic. Everything can change in a matter of seconds. It takes 
modesty to dare to acknowledge that.

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

This feeling of individual vulnerability can lead to different reactions. It can incite pleasure and enjoyment. 'Cue the 
roses of life' (Ronsard, 1578) or, conversely, it can give rise to the recognition of our dependency. It then translates in-
to humility, into modesty precisely because everything is fleeting and transitory. It is a virtue that is often lacking. It can 
also translate into compassion for others: we help each other because we are essentially the same fragile people. So, 
no smugness, the most common vice. This solidarity with others can also be translated into action to reduce our 
vulnerability or the number of vulnerable people. It can also be a great metaphysical and religious quest (…)
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(…) for the meaning of life, for eternity, for love, for God. But that search always ends up with the others and the Other. 
Whether life has been worth living depends on being 'other-centred' rather than 'self-centred’. 

As always, one can go in all directions with an experience. Let us call it positive and negative for the sake of conve-
nience. The criterion for this is always: what is good for others and what only serves myself? Does this mean that we

should not have fun or that we should feel guilty for not 
being saints? To ask the question is to answer it. Man himself 
is a com-plex being full of contradictions and ambiguities. 

3. I have spoken for ten minutes and barely uttered the 
word God. That is also the case outside this room. God is not 
dead but many do not know him anymore. The reasons are 
diverse. Individualisation, the welfare state and comfort no 
longer make belief 'necessary'. Science made Him unne-
cessary so to speak. The language in which He is presented 
does not corres-pond to the very material world of everyday 
life. There is also the aversion to organisations. However, we 
are experiencing a crisis of faith, of every faith. The crisis of a 
Church pales in comparison. By the way, that is why medita-
tion is emerging in all kinds of forms because it is not bound 
by institutions and rules, not even religion. It takes discipline 

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

but no dogmatic or mediation. It is a strong expression of the need for spirituality, i.e. what goes beyond the material, 
the transient, the Ego.

Christians have a task that is both simple and complicated.
Simply because they need only say what drives them, how the Message of Goodness that appears in every paragraph 
of the Gospel shapes and gives meaning to their lives, why they think God ultimately has answers to the mystery of life, 
death and injustice. Answers out of love for people. They don't need 'evidence' to believe. The mind has reasons that 
reason does not understand. That simplicity is disarming. Christians thus address many in society, not just (…)

A very attentive audience
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(…) those who live materially on the periphery. In a sense, we are many on all kinds of periphery. Christianity is also 
there for the common man and woman who do their best to make something of their lives. We are neither heroes nor 
saints. After centuries of teaching and learning, now is above all a time to listen and understand. It takes a great deal 
of humility and modesty. But that does not mean Christians should be silent! A Christian is never alone. Christians must
be imbued with this simplicity. A paradox is that many want simple solu-
tions to complex social problems but are closed to simplicity of the heart.

Of course, the translation of this into words and into a way of life is more 
difficult. The Good News must be embodied if it is to be credible. No institu-
tion or organisation of itself has any authority. Every moral authority has to 
be earned again and again. In fact, more is expected of true Christians 
than of others. 

The Church is a house of many rooms and that is good in this time of trans-
ition without us knowing what we are transitioning to. Let a hundred flowers 
bloom. I know this sounds almost mildly anarchic. That's not my intent, but 
I'm just pointing it out. 

Many Christians are already convinced of this. Too bad some outside of 
Christianity are still behind an ideological war. Let the dead bury their 
dead. After all, today, amid the uncertainties and fears of many, the 
struggle for human values should bring all the positive forces together. At 
the end of the day, adventurers and criminals can take over our society. 

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

Or big tech that have developed a revenue model that makes society 
much less cooperative. Look what could have happened in the States and 
the danger has not passed. There is the real 'enemy'. That is much more than 
a political fight. This is about our civilization.  (…)

Small gift of gratitude

handed over by the

speaker’s grandson, 

Andreas Van Rompuy
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(…) Christians must be present in the world and in the media, because it is theirs too, as I said. They must do so without 
fear, without adopting the new aggressiveness and rudeness that disguises itself in so-called social media under the 
word 'debate' or 'freedom of opinion'. The future must belong to the soft forces, as Henriëtte Roland-Holst said a hun-
dred and three years ago:  

The soft powers will surely win in the end
this I hear like a deep whisper in me: 

if silence would obscure all light, 
all warmth would freeze within.

Being a Christian is a daily task. We must take it on without fear of failure, but 
as children of joy and of hope. "Do remember: they cannot cancel the Spring"
(David Hockney).

Herman Van Rompuy,
Grimbergen (B), 13.11.2021.

After the Q&A, the Grand Prior expressed our sincere gratefulness to the 
speaker and to the OSJ members facilitating the event. 
The lecture was courteously videorecorded and is made available for a limited 
time in a closed circuit for the elder and ill members who couldn’t attend, 
thanks to Chev. Cdr. Florent STANDAERT. 
Photos: Chev. Chris VERSLYPE, Dame Inez VERMEULEN & Chev. Gilbert DE NEVE.  
We then celebrated the Eucharist with our highly honoured speaker, the 
Pastors being our Prelate Eric PETRÉ and the Prior of the Grimbergen Abbey, 
Johan GOOSSSENS, assisted by deacon Chev. Koen JACOBS. 
The H. Mass closed the 2021 General Chapter of the Benelux Priory.

PRO FIDE: “CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE”, a lecture by H. VAN ROMPUY, 
President Em. E.U. Grand Chapter Benelux Grand Priory

Inez VERMEULEN, DGSJ,
Loon Cdry. Intendant.

Eucharist lead by Prelate Eric Petré.
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RELIGION REVISED: BEYOND THE ARTIFICIAL US-THEM CULTURE: 
RELIGION vs. SECULARISM c.q. SPIRITUALITY

Dr. Ph. Jonas SLAATS, Hermit and Theologist, author
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Does this strike you too: that antagonism which groups and society cultivate, 
between us and them, the religious people vs. the secularized people, leading 
to an artificial dichotomy and discomfort that never feels meant to be ? And 
what about the remarkable distinction, scrupulously made by some, between 
the notions spiritual and religious, to the extent it becomes firmly exclusive by 
the spiritual community and evenly antagonistic ? 

Theologist and hermit Jonas SLAATS tackles the subject, pointing out that this 
artificial division - carefully maintained by the non-religious population and 
even by a self-determined spiritual community - is based on seven misconcep-
tions about religion by these non-religious c.q. spiritual communities. 
Jonas SLAATS treats and refutes all of these misconceptions in his book Religie 
Herzien (Religion Reviewed) and in a meditation conference for the Loon 
Cdry., Low Countries, Benelux, in Heusden-Zolder (B) on September 22nd, 2021. 

Here goes…

In a globalised world that is full of the most diverse cultures, religions and traditions, various myths about religion make 
coexistence difficult. With this exposé, Jonas Slaats shows that religion and secularism are not so diametrically opposed to 
each other at all and argues for a new perspective on these subjects.
Although the concept of 'religion' is a key issue in our social debates, there is no obvious definition. Numerous academics 
have put forward possibilities, but these differ greatly and no definition has ever been generally accepted. It is therefore not
easy to clearly define what we are talking about when we talk about 'the religious'.
In our day-to-day debates, the absence of such a definition does not necessarily cause problems. With or without a 
definition, we usually assume that we can identify the phenomenon of 'religion' when it is present somewhere. (…)
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(…) Although we realise that it consists of a complex tangle of diverse elements (such as rituals, ethics, ideas, writings, 
traditions, etc.), we feel that 'everything religious' has a number of specific characteristics. These characteristics can 

1. Religions are governed by strict beliefs and well-defined rules of conduct.
It goes without saying that in religious environments, certain convictions often come to the fore. But that does not mean 

that these convictions are always central to the everyday lives of believers. Beyond that, what believers believe in sub-
stance can sometimes differ as drastically as day and night. (…)
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The book: Religion Reviewed
beyond the us-them-thinking of 

secularity vs, religion
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be summarised in seven assumptions about religion:
1. Religions are governed by strict beliefs and well-defined rules of conduct - this is 
probably the most central assumption about what makes religion so 'religious'.
2. Religions are structured hierarchically - and who is at the top of the structure 
determines what the adherents of a religion should believe and what rules they 
should follow.
3. Religions are easy to distinguish from one another - which means that you can 
actually say, for example, "this is Buddhism and that is Christianity" or "this is a 
Muslim and that is a Hindu".
4. Spirituality contrasts with religion - spirituality is more often perceived as beau-
tiful and liberating, while religion is more likely to be perceived as limiting, leading 
a large number of people today to claim that they are 'not religious, but they are 
spiritual’.
5. Science and religion are at odds with each other - after all, religion is based on 
faith. Science, on the other hand, is based on reason.
6. Religions are dangerous because their irrational truth claims easily degenerate 
into violence - which also gives rise to the last assumption.
7. Religion and secularism are fundamentally different.

Variations of these propositions can be found daily in all kinds of newspaper opi-
nions, political debates, TV documentaries and educational curricula. In our soci-
ety, these seven assumptions form a kind of basic view of religion. The only pro-
blem is that none of these assumptions are actually correct !
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(…) To give just a few examples: there are people who call themselves very staunchly Jewish, but do not believe in 
God; reincarnation seems to be just about the only common conception that largely unites the various Hindu traditions, 
but nevertheless there is also a Hindu school that does not believe in it; and only one of the five pillars of Islam revolves
around what one ‘believes' (and moreover that 'basic belief' consists of just two simple phrases). The other pillars of Islam
are therefore not things one thinks, but things one does, such as fasting, praying, 
giving alms and making a pilgrimage. The same applies in Jewish and Hindu com-
munities: in many ways, the performance of traditional rituals is more important 
than their inner convictions.

Some will speak of a difference between orthodoxies (religious traditions in which 
correct doctrine is central) and orthopraxy (religious traditions in which correct 
practice is central). But let us not exaggerate such orthopraxy either. There are 
exceptions to every rule. It is certainly not the case that all Muslims pray five times 
every day and millions of them never make the pilgrimage to Mecca because they 
are simply too poor to do so. That does not make them 'less Muslim', let alone 'less 
religious'.
In addition, a focus on beliefs and rules of conduct means that an important facet 
of the religious is overlooked. After all, religion is largely based on experience. You 
can see this, for example, in the testimonies of converts.
They rarely convert because of a specific doctrine or obligation. Generally, they do 
convert because of an experience: an experience of intense divine grace, an 
experience of overwhelming beauty, an experience that leads them onto the path 
of their teacher(s) and/or a feeling of coming home to a certain group.

2. Religions are hierarchically structured
To denote the official hierarchical nature of religions, one often speaks of 'orga-
nised religion' in English. In reality, however, there is little so disorganised, confused 
and unstructured as religious traditions. Neither in Asian traditions, nor in Islam nor

***
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in Judaism there is not a central authority that determines what is the only true, correct and proper interpretation. They 
are all highly decentralised religions. While the Catholic Church has a hierarchical and centralistic institution, Protes-
tantism is different: despite the fact that it consists of a huge number of church communities, it lacks a central and 
overarching authority. Therefore, if there are more exceptions than the norm, perhaps it is time to see the (…)
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(…) assumed norm as an exception and to assume that religions are generally not hierarchically structured.

3. Religions are easily distinguished from each other.
Since religions are not determined by beliefs, since rules of conduct rarely apply universally, and since most traditions have 
no hierarchical structure, it should come as no surprise that religions are not always so clearly distinguishable from one 
another. To give just a few examples again: in some Buddhist temples in Thailand you will find Hindu gods; there are Chinese

temples where Lao Tse, Buddha and Confu-
cius all worshipped; in trance rituals such as 
the zar from Egypt or the gnaoua from Moroc-
co, Islamic tradition blended with so-called 

animistic elements from ancient North African 
traditions; and African ifa became intertwined 
with European Christianity in Haitian voodoo, 
Brazilian candomblé and Cuban santeria.
Such examples of religious entanglement that 
break down the dividing lines are by no 
means exceptional. Furthermore, they did not 
only occur in the past. They remain common-
place even today. Because what categories

do jubus (i.e. Jewish Buddhists), adherents of the Santo Daime (a Christian Ayhuasca church) or people who are inspired by 
New Age literature and decorate their living room with elements from the most diverse traditions fall into ? (…)

4. Spirituality contrasts with religion.
Because of the belief that religion is a matter of hierarchical structures, dogmas and strict rules, religion is often compared to 
spirituality and mysticism. More than that, many people have the impression that 'real' spirituality and mysticism are curtailed
by religions. Real spirituality and mysticism are seen as something individual and internal. One is free to experience it as one
wishes. As soon as it becomes 'apparent', people tend to see it as something religious. A typical example of this division 

between spirituality on the one hand and religion on the other is the way Sufism is disassociated from Islam. In previous 
articles and books however, Jonas showed that 'Sufism' is actually central to Islam, that it is unquestionably religious, that it is 
by no means limited to 'inner private spirituality', and that it is even rife with public, political dimensions. In other (…)
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(…) traditions, too, the separation of mysticism from religion is quite nonsensical. Buddhists who burn incense sticks in front of 

a Buddha statue in a temple and then meditatively recite mantras for an hour while the beads of their mala glide through 
their fingers, are they spiritual or religious? It is often said that Buddhism is not a religion but rather a philosophy of life. Many

may therefore say that this is a spiritual practice. But how do they differ from Orthodox 
Christian monks who adore a Mary icon and then recite the phrase 'Come Lord Jesus' 
for an hour while sliding the buttons of their choti through their fingers? However, 
people will spontaneously label this as religious.

5. Science and religion are at odds with each other
You only need to watch Jim al-Khalili's BBC documentary on Islam and science to see 
how intrinsically the two are intertwined and you only need to read James Hannam's
book God's Philosophers to realise that scientific research was actively supported in 
medieval church environments. In both these traditions, the acceptance of scientific 
research is based on the same theological idea: since God created nature and did 
not act erratically and inconsistently, certain laws can be discovered in it. And by 
investigating the laws of creation, it was hoped that we would learn more about the 
Creator. It goes without saying that critical enquiry and scientific mindedness can also 
be found among followers of all other traditions throughout the ages. The search for 
truth is always done with all the means at one’s disposal: concrete research, philoso-
phical arguments, exchange of experiences and deep self-reflection. The idea that 
faith and reason conflict with each other is therefore quite a recent one. This image 
was first created in Protestant circles that wished to portray the Catholic Church as 
irrational and backward. Then, as modern materialist philosophies became more
prevalent, some projected that image onto religion in general. In this way, they hoped to emphasise the contrast with 
their more positivistic world view. In the meantime, however, it has been sufficiently researched and documented that this 
'conflict theory' does not correspond to reality.

6. Religions are dangerous because their irrational truth claims easily degenerate into violence.
No one with any understanding of history can deny that throughout history an enormous amount of violence has been 
committed because of religious beliefs. But it remains to be seen how exceptional religion is in this respect. (…)
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(…) If, for example, you look at the ten most violent conflicts of the 20th century, you will see that none of them had great
religious motives. The greatest number of casualties were caused by nationalist conflicts (with some 100 million killed in two 
world wars), by explicitly anti-religious communism (under the reigns of Stalin, Mao and Pol Pot), by numerous civil wars 
(such as the Russian, Nigerian and Congolese conflicts) and by numerous Cold War conflicts (such as Korea and Viet-
nam). Since the holocaust, the gulags and two atomic bombs, it has become all in all absurd to regard religion as the

great source of all violence. After all, no one with any understand-
ding of history can deny that secular and rational convictions have 
also been enormously violent throughout history.

7. Religion and secularism are fundamentally different.
A secular view of mankind and the world is seen as non-dogmatic, 
spiritually free and scientifically sound, in contrast to religion. A 
secular society is seen as neither hierarchical nor rule-oriented in 
contrast to a religious society. Secular politics is seen as rational 
and non-violent in contrast to religious politics. But when religions 
are not defined at all by dogma, lack of spiritual freedom, aversion 
to science, hierarchical structures or coercive rules, what is left of 
these contradictions? What makes the secular so 'different’ ?

These questions become even more difficult to answer when you 
consider that secular societies often display the same elements 
that are primarily associated with the religious.

Even in secular societies there are strong beliefs that are not always based on facts. The widespread basic assumptions 
about religion outlined above are a good example of this.

Hierarchical structures are also omnipresent. Whether they are modern-day multinationals or the governments of nation 
states, the structures and institutions with the most power tend to be highly hierarchical. Furthermore, secular beliefs are by 
no means always kept private. Followers of all political persuasions are constantly trying to convince others of the correct-
ness of their ideology. No matter how scientific one considers this ideology to be, it is generally built primarily on assump-
tions, wishes, expectations, stories, ethical sensitivities and personal experiences. And each of these ideologies has caused 
a great deal of violence throughout history. So what is the supposed difference between a secular and a  (…)
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(…) religious society ? In response to this question, some will spontaneously reply: "Certain elements in society may be 
somewhat similar, but a religious society departs essentially from beliefs about the divine and a secular society departs 
essentially from beliefs about the human." Such an answer, however, brings us back to the first proposition, which makes 
us repeat ourselves somewhat: religions are not necessarily determined by faith and certainly not by a belief in one God, 
several gods or a more general divine. If one then states that it is not by definition about 'something divine' but at least 
about 'something transcendent', then here too the distinction from secular beliefs is not so great. Concepts such as 'the 
nation' or 'the people' are in many ways transcendent concepts that are often
accompanied by some kind of mythological story about that nation or people. So 
is nationalism a religious ideology? The same applies to a concept such as 'human 
rights'. This is a transcendental ethical concept that is assumed to be universal. Is 
the UN Charter then a religious document? And what should we do with a con-
cept such as 'the invisible hand of the market', which can hardly be called a pure-
ly immanent, materialistic and humanistic idea? Do liberals then have a religious 
view of the economy ? Like it or not, the line between secular and religious inter-
pretations of life is actually not as clear-cut as is generally assumed.

Conclusion

None of the foregoing contradicts the findings of contemporary religious studies. Nor are the examples cited in any way 
controversial for those who have studied them. Yet the conclusion of all this is quite drastic: our conceptualisation of 
religion is at odds with the reality of religion. In other words: what we think about religion does not correspond to what 
religion really is. Our contemporary social debates are thereby called into question. After all, these debates do not start 
from a rational or scientific view of religion, but from the seven myths about religion. So, again and again, a false story is 
told about the clash of the religious versus the secular. We get bogged down in endless discussions about unjustified divi-
sions. The seven myths about religion make it difficult to live together in a globalised world full of the most diverse cultures, 
religions, ways of life, ideologies and traditions. We would do well, therefore, to unmask these myths as the problematic, 
divisive stories that they are and to fundamentally rethink the concept of 'religion’.

Text and pictures: Fons MARIEN, CGSJ.
Translation: Inez VERMEULEN, DGSJ.

32

PRO FIDE:

RELIGION REVIEWED (B)

The hermitage of Bolderberg 
(Heusden-Zolder, B)



CITATION

The light shines 

in the darkness,

and the darkness 

has not 

overcome it.

John 1:5.
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Synchronize your watches !
next SOVEREIGN COUNCIL: 

APRIL 23rd, 2022. 
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The Petit Conseil, in consultation with the Ecclesiastical Council and 

our Lieutenant-Grand Master H.E. Paul M. Borg, has the pleasure to

announce that the SOVEREIGN COUNCIL will be held on Saturday

23rd April 2022.

The ECUMENICAL SERVICE will be held on Sunday 24th April.

LOCATION: Victoria Hotel/the Palace, Sliema, Malta.

* * * SAVE THESE DATES ! * * *



REFLECTIONS on

The INESCAPABILITY of RITUAL

The INESCAPABILITY of RITUAL When humans are born, this simply is a natural pheno-
menon: one more individual belonging to the already 
excessively numerous species homo sapiens. Even though 
today we perfectly understand this natural phenomenon, 
and are almost capable to reproduce it in a laboratory, 
yet the birth of a human child is at the same time the 
advent of something unique and of utmost significance.
A baby is a real wonder - so it is seen by parents, family 
and friends, so it should be seen by everybody. If 
someone would not be able to look upon it except as a 
natural phenomenon, we would not consider that person 
supremely rational, but rather a kind of madman (as G.K. 
Chesterton said: “The madman is not the man who has 
lost his reason. The madman is the man who lost every-
thing except his reason”). 

The arrival in and disappearance out of the world of 
wonders such as human beings requires from us 
appropriate attitudes and appropriate reactions. The 
ability to see human beings as uniquely important and 
significant, even though quite vulnerable wonders, 
intrinsically goes together with special attitudes (like 
smiling, honoring, caring, mourning, remembering) and 
with special practices (such as rituals). These practices 
demonstrate that we really see the wonders as wonders: 
their appearance, presence or disappearance require 

appropriate reactions. This is why rituals are inescapable. 
This is why the birth or death of a human being is 
invariably surrounded by specific rituals. The (…)
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In a previous reflection for OSJ-The International Herald 
entitled ‘Respect for the human body’, I commented on 
the following paradoxical fact: even though as modern 
people we all know that the human body is scientifically 
speaking not fundamentally different from other bodies, yet 
in the lifeworld, the world of daily human relations, we view 
and treat the human body as having special dignity and 
deserving special respect. It is as if we cannot but ascribe a 
double reality or essence to the human body: it is a natural 
phenomenon, obeying the laws of nature like all other 
bodies and explicable like all other natural phenomena; yet 
it also is a non-natural phenomenon, something with a 
unique significance and value. The latter phenomenon 
cannot be revealed by science, but only within the context 
of our intersubjective and ethical attitudes. This double 
vision we have on the human body, we also have with 

respect to very many other appearances. All sorts of things 
and happenings appear to us as more or less complicated 
natural phenomena, puzzles we try and often succeed in 
understanding scientifically. But these very same things can 
also appear to us as (non-mysterious) mysteries or wonders: 
not something to be explained, but something to be 
admired and revered. Think about the many wonders 
presenting themselves to us: the human face, the (‘eternal’) 
rose, the baby, the rainbow, a work of art. I borrow this very 

useful distinction between puzzle and wonder from the 
philosopher Gabriel Marcel. 



(…) same goes of course for other ‘rites of passage’ in 
civilized human life. 

What is the point of these rituals surrounding birth and 
death? In Dutch we say that at the funeral of someone we 
know, we ‘bewijzen de laatste eer’ (‘pay the last respect’) 
by performing the required funeral rites. One could say that 
at birth we pay ‘the first respect’ to the new baby. We do 
this by giving it a name that grants special dignity and 
status to the new-born: the dignity and status of a being

36

Apart from honoring, the other fundamental appropriate
attitudes realized in and via rituals are praise and grati-
tude. Again this happens both at birth and at death. 

As in Bethlehem, each newborn infant is (or should be) 
praised in common song and dance (and gathering), 
and with presents (gold, incense, myrrh). Even non-
religious people have the almost irrepressible urge that 
they should thank ‘whatever it is’ that is behind this 
marvelous gift of life. Mourning rituals express of course the 
grief people feel, but they equally express praise and 
gratitude both to the deceased and to ‘the gods’. (…)

The rites of passage are at the same time universal and 
particular. One can find these rituals in all cultures; but, at 
the same time, they take different forms in these different 
societies (as is obvious from documentaries about funeral 
rites over space and time). What is remarkable, is that 
even people in the most secularized regions of the planet 
today still perform these rites of passage – and this, even 
though they have no religious beliefs, certainly not in the 
afterlife. The corona-pandemic demonstrated how 
strongly people are burdened and saddened when they 
cannot do what is appropriate, when they cannot per-
form the proper rites when people die. 

Rites of passage are the product of the human species as 
a truly inventive species, as David Hume called it human 
dignity. Even when the person is dead, his or her remains, 
grave and name preserve as it were a certain

with human dignity. 
Even when the person 
is dead, his or her 
remains, grave and 
name preserve as it 
were a certain presen-
ce of the person in our 
midst: they are the 
symbols of some sort of 
‘real presence’ of the 
dead amongst us. 
Honoring these sym-
bols, e.g. in yearly 
rituals of remem-
brance, preserves the 
link between the living 
and the dead, all 
belonging to the same 
mystical body.

REFLECTIONS on

The INESCAPABILITY of RITUAL



(…) presence of the person in our midst: they are the sym-
bols of some sort of ‘real presence’ of the dead amongst 
us. Honoring these symbols, e.g. in yearly rituals of re-

membrance, preserves the link between the living and the 
dead, all belonging to the same mystical body.

Apart from honoring, the other fundamental appropriate 
attitudes realized in and via rituals are praise and grati-
tude. Again this happens both at birth and at death. As in 
Bethlehem, each newborn infant is (or should be) praised 
in common song and dance (and gathering), and with
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presents (gold, incense, myrrh). Even non-religious 
people have the almost irrepressible urge that they 
should thank ‘whatever it is’ that is behind this marvelous 
gift of life. Mourning rituals express of course the grief 

people feel, but they equally express praise and 
gratitude both to the deceased and to ‘the gods’.

The rites of passage are at the same time universal 
and particular. One can find these rituals in all cultures; 
but, at the same time, they take different forms in these 
different societies (as is obvious from documentaries 
about funeral rites over space and time). What is remar-

kable, is that even people in the most secularized regions 
of the planet today still perform these rites of passage –
and this, even though they have no religious beliefs, 
certainly not in the afterlife. The corona-pandemic 
demonstrated how strongly people are burdened and 
saddened when they cannot do what is appropriate, 
when they cannot perform the proper rites when people 
die. 

Rites of passage are the product of the human species 
as a truly inventive species, as David Hume called it (see 
my reflections on Homo sapiens in OSJ-The International 
Herald 2019-02 and 2019-3). The most significant charac-
teristic of human beings is not their capacity to survive by 
using tools and making sophisticated provisions for sur-
vival. It is rather their capacity to create symbolic realities 
and non-natural goods both intrinsically (…)

REFLECTIONS on

The INESCAPABILITY of RITUAL
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(…) related to rituals. Rituals have a very special sort of 
efficacy: in rites of passage human beings are transformed 
into creatures with a special dignity and status. It is the 
status of a new ‘somebody’ with special dignity (and 
therefore having a name and not a number), the status of 
ancestor of the living, the status not simply of genitor, but 
of mother or father, the status of responsible adult or of 
married people, etcetera. These are non-natural essences 
and characteristics science does not know about, and 
can neither affirm nor deny. They are comprehensible only 
within the sort of view on life, on relations and on things 
people have when they live and act together in their 
lifeworld. 

grant, truly make human beings into beings venerable to 
each other. They should never be treated as pure
means; even their bodies or remains are sacred. Even 
though we do not know them personally, when we bump 
into human bodies or meet them, we should treat them in 
a respectful way, greeting them by naming them by their 

name, standing at the right, decent distance towards 
them, etcetera. Especially when people are ill, 
unconscious, or even dead, we should treat them with 
utmost respect. The basis and kernel of care for 
vulnerable human beings is respect; respect shown in 
appropriate (ritual) behavior. Activities like washing the 
new born baby, the sick or the dead, or dressing them 
up, are so much more than pragmatic activities. They are 
symbolic and ritual acts, displaying what it is appropriate

and right to do vis-à-vis human beings. Ethical care has 
no meaning or existence apart from ritual behavior to-
wards human beings as being more than natural things, 
as being uniquely significant and valuable.

Religion too is incomprehensible without symbol and 
ritual. It is not the negation of ordinary life. It takes up 
ordinary life with its vulnerable wonders and the concerns 
people have about them, and gives it/them a deeper 

meaning. Religious symbols and rituals do not deny the 
natural (and the cultural), but situate human life within a 
framework in which it is given even greater significance 
and importance. In Christian religion, naming and 
baptizing a child is proclaiming it to be a child of God, 

Ritual practices and the symbolic status (essence) they

REFLECTIONS on

The INESCAPABILITY of RITUAL



(…) belonging to the brother- and sisterhood in 
Christ. Remembering the dead is seeing them as 

forever belonging to the Mystical Body of Christ, 
destined to be part of the community of angels and 
saints rejoicing in and praising the Lamb of God (see 
the painting ‘Adoration of the Mystic Lamb’ by the 
brothers Van Eyck).
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Herman DE DIJN, CGSJ
Prof. Em., Philosophy dept., 

Catholic University of Leuven (B).
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Leuven (B), 

October 13h, 2021: Knight’s Wake. 

October 17th, 2021: Investiture. 
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Chev. Harry Vindevogel, Gen. Maj. (Ret.), Commander of the
The Brabant Commandery, and his team, accomplished the
near impossible in covid times: the 2021 Investiture of the Low 
Countries Priory, all given the strict precautions and measures to
be observed to have the event full covid proof. After the
cancellation of the 2020 Investiture in June as well as in October
last year, and postponement of the traditional 2021 Investiture in 
June with and on St. John’s Feast, it was a real relief and a 
proper boost for morale to finally have this Investiture in October

2021. After all: this time we gladly slipped through the narrow
restriction gates of you can vs. you can’t: at the time you are 
reading this, it wouldn’t have been possible anymore, most likely
for quite some time, to have an Investiture-like gathering. To all
those present it was a cheerful event and a resuming of conti-
nuïty of action and growth in membership within our Priory. As 
an extra to many, the Investiture was held in Leuven, a magni-
ficent historical University city – the second eldest university on 
the European continent - many of us cherish wonderfull memo-

ries about: let’s just say some were glad that these cobblestones
can’t talk.

The solemn ceremonies were held in the Saint Quentin’s church
in Leuven. This parish church was a reknown and often crowded
place of pilgrimage, where Saint Quentin was revered, a 
tradition lasting until the 20th Century. Saint Quentin’s yearly
feast was situated on October 30th. Saint Quentin (…)

REPORT on the 2021 INVESTITURE 
in the LOW COUNTRIES (B), Benelux Grand Priory

Procession to 

the St. Quentin 

church through 

the 13th Century 

Beguinage.
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Low Countries’ coat of arms 

with Clergymen 

Evangile book, 

adorned by 

Dame Lucia 

JANSSEN, Icon 

writer and Main 

Herald Em. 
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(…) would have been a missionary
from Rome, who was sent out to
evangelize the region of the Vero-
mandi in Northern-Gaul (Picardy) in 
the second half of the third century. 

Previously, on October 13th, the four
donats to be dubbed were welco-

med in this same church in Leuven for
the Knight’s Wake. The Knight’s Wake 
started with a poem about a wake 
during the night, anticipating on the 
welcome dawn of the morning. 
Elaborating from the Scriptures rea-
ding of Mat. 5, 1-8, the Sermon on the 
Mount, Prelate Eric Petré warmly put 
every of the Beatitudes in a modern 

day perspective and evocation: a 
true and strong testimony in itself on 
the essential assignments of Christi-
anity.
The reading of the Scriptures, the Jn. 
1: 19-28 verses, seemlesly brought us 
all to the explicitly exemplary life of 
our Patron Saint, Saint John the Bap-
tist, further clarified by the Prelate’s 

sermon.
A very strong part of the Wake were 
the traditional Testimonies about 
personal commitments to our Creator 
and his Son and to mankind: the(…)

Main Hospitaller with 

Knight’s crosses, and 

hosting Commander.
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Investiture
The Procession to the Saint Quentin’s church went through 
the 13th Century Beguinage, an UNESCO World Heritage 
site, where up to 360 beguins lived in the golden ages of the 
17th Century. 
No less than eight aspirant-donates were present to be wel-
comed as a future Knight or Dame in the 2022 Investiture in 

Oudenaarde: they were allowed as donates after procla-
ming individually their commitment and letter of intent “Pro 
Fide, Pro Utilitate Hominum”. Four Knights/Dames were inves-
ted.
Leading Pastor of the solemn Investiture ceremony and 
Mass was the Low Countries’ Prelate, Rev. Eric Petré, assisted 
by the Chaplains of the Commanderies Brabant (Rev. Vic. 
Steven Wielandts) and Slype-Caestre (Rev. Can. (…)

REPORT on the 2021 INVESTITURE 
in the LOW COUNTRIES (B), Benelux Grand Priory

(…) hosting Commander Chev. Harry Vindevogel ope-
ning impressively, and the Donats to be dubbed into our 
Order the following Sunday - Mia Anrys, Paul Haccuria, 
Jean-Pierre Ottevaere en Yvan Verbakel - followed with 
heartfelt creeds and personal assignments which entail 
the very best of expectations for our Order’s future.

Followed the Intercessions and the Our Father prayer.
The Prelate then expressed a vivid sending, after the 
praying of the Knight’s Hospitallers’ prayer and the sin-
ging of the Knights Hospitallers’ Hymn. 
A dedication to Saint Mary was followed by the solemn 
transfer of then Priory’s sword from the previous Main 
Herald, Dame Lucia Lipkens-Janssen, to her successor 
Frans Vandueren. 
This well prepared Knight’s Wake was one for the Priory’s 
annals: a most sincere ‘thumbs up !’ for the Prelate, Rev. 
Eric Petré, the Chaplain of the Brabant Commandery 
Rev. Vic. Steven Wielandts, and the deacon of the 
Brabant Commandery, Chev. Koen Jacobs. All mem-
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bers attending the Wake left with a very promising perspec-
tive to the Investiture for the next Sunday.
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(…) Patrick De Grieck), and the deacons of the Brabant and Antwerp Com-
manderies, Chev. Koen Jacobs and Chev. Dominic Verhoeven. The Investiture 

Mass was accompanied musically by the Leuven Ladies choir ‘Cappella Con-
cinite’, true angelic voices conducted by the widely reputed Ludo Claesen. 

For the first time, according to the Priory Council’s decree, and not only due to 
covid, the former separate Extraordinary Chapter General, traditionally prece-
ding the Holy Mass with Investiture, was now fully integrated into the religious 
service of Investiture and celebration, according to the international Manual of 
the Order. This adaptation in the procedures was well welcomed by the Priory 
staff and members: with all respect owed to the Constitution, Manual and tra-

ditions, this optimized the Investiture procedures, allowing to grant more time 
and concentration on the actual Investiture, Knight’s Vows and Donat’s Com-
mitments without any devaluating or letting go of the Order’s regulations or 
customs.

The Investiture ceremony, officially instructed by the Lieutenant Grandmaster 
on last September 27th, was skillfully officiated by Prior Luc Vanerum, assisted by 
Prelate the Rev. Eric Petré, and by the ever most efficient and discrete Master 
of Ceremony Chev. Geert D’Hondt, the Main Herald Chev. Frans Vandueren, 
acting as the sword bearer, and of course the hosting Commander, Chev. 
Harry Vindevogel, presenting the Bible to each Donat for the pledging of the 
Vow. All was supervised by the Grand Counselor HE Boudewijn Franck and the 
Grand Prior HE Jan Lambrecht.

After their individual proclaiming of their commitment, eight aspirants were 
accepted as Donats in the Order: Mr. Guido De Ceuster, Mr. Marc De Grave, 
Mr. Herman De Smet, Mrs. Nathalie Geerts, Mrs. Patricia Damsel Stalpaert, Mrs.
Francine Swiggers, Mr. Jozef Vandenabeele and Mr. Hans Van Impe. When 
effectively admitted to be dubbed to Knight cq Dame of Honour, their Inves-
titure will be officiated in June 2022.  (…)

REPORT on the 2021 INVESTITURE 
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(…) Four Donats were invested into our Order (picture here-
under right to left), in alphabetical order: 
- Dame Mia Anrijs, Vlaanderen Commandery, guarantors: 
Chev. Marc van Huffel, KHSJ, and Chev. Geert Audoore, 
CGSJ;
- Chev. Paul Haccuria, Antwerp Commandery, guarantors: 
Chev. Eddy Geudens, KJSJ, and Chev. Alain Pels, CGSJ;
- Chev. Jean-Pierre Ottevaere, Vlaanderen Commandery, 
guarantors: Chev. Geert Audoore, CGSJ, and Dame Gretel 

De Meyer, DJSJ;
- Chev. Yvan Verbakel, Brabant Commandery, guarantors: 
Chev. Herman De Dijn, CGSJ, and Chev. Jos Vaesen, KJSJ.

After the blessing and the adulation of the crosses and 
the mantles, the Knight’s vows were individually (…)
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(…) proclaimed by each of the Donates to be Invested, after which they were 
individually dubbed by the sword, vested with the mantle presented by one of 
their proposers-guarantors, adorned with the Knight’s cross badge, and, after 
the conferring of the accolade by Prior Chev. Luc Vanerum and the mutual 
courtesy bow to the Grand Counselor and Grand Prior, they were finally invi-
ted to sign their Vow and Oath of office certificate with the Chancellor, Dame 
Gretel De Meyer. Elevations of rank were proclaimed by the Chancellor and 
Crosses of Merit awarded to some meritious members: standing, they accep-
ted the firm applause of the entire congregation. 
To close the Investiture ceremony, all Knights and Dames unisono prayed the 
Knight’s Hospitallers’ prayer and sang the Knights Hospitallers’ Hymn. 

The Investiture and Mass were followed by a reception and a true festive and 
cordial dinner in the Leuven University Faculty Club, located within the Leuven 
beguinage’s historic buildings. At the dinner the Letters of Affiliation were 
handed out as well as the certificates of Promotion, all awarded by the Grand 
Magisterium in Malta and duely signed and sealed by the Lieutenant Grand-
master HE Paul Borg and the Grand Commander HE Joseph Grech. 
At the end of the day, the coat of arms of the Low Countries Priory was 
handed over formally to the Commander of the Vlaanderen (East Flanders) 
Commandery, Chev. Geert Audoore, whose Commandery is responsible for 
the organizing of the 2022 Investiture and Feast of St. John, on June 19th, in 
Oudenaarde: all the best of luck to the Commander, his council and the 
whole Commandery. Knowing this Commandery and their previous Feasts of 
St. John, expectations are sky high. Word is they will integrate one of their 
charity projects Aarova – a NPO actively engaged into the OSJ International 
supported Burundi project - into the whole festive day: we are intrigued and 
really looking forward ! 

Jan Lambrecht, 
Editor.
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Dame Mia ANRIJS

Chevalier Jean_Pierre Ottevaere

Chevalier Paul HACCURIA

Chevalier Ivan Verbakel
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The Americas Priory: Fall report

Like a butterfly emerging from its cocoon, the four commanderies of The 
Americas Priory have begun to emerge from the quarantine and 
reduced schedule of activities due to the global pandemic.  Across the 
country, Knights and Dames in New York, Florida, Houston and the West 
Indies continue to serve the sick and poor, while also increasing their 
member-ship through Investitures, Pinning Ceremonies, as well as 
Promotion Cere-monies.
On November 6th, The Commandery of Florida held a most inspiring 
Investiture at St. Gregory’s Episcopal Church in Boca Raton, Florida. A 
number of new Knights and Dames were invested, including long time 
“unofficial chaplain”, Rev. Fr. Andrew Sherman.

Commandery of New York
From November 11th through November 14th, Knights and Dames of our Order gathered in New York City for a solemn 
investiture. The Commanders of the West Indies and Florida were in attendance to show their solidarity with and support 
for our brothers and sisters in New York. Representing the Lt. Grand Master, HE Conventional Bailiff and Grand Hospitaler, 
Dr. Vincent Bonagura, led the Ceremony during which a number of aspirants were invested.  In addition, 14 members of 

the New York Commandery were also promoted. And finally, after his election in April of 2010, James S. Gavrilos, was 
formally “installed” as Prior during the investiture.  But perhaps no part of the ceremony was more moving or inspiring than 
the singing of the Lord’s Prayer by Dame Chelsea Bonagura, who had just been invested moments before. Her rendition 
of The Lord’s Prayer brought tears to the entire assembly.

Commandery of Houston
The Houston Commandery has partnered with Hope Center Houston, providing resources for men and women 
experiencing homelessness.  It is a faith-based nonprofit giving ‘Hope’ by nourishing the body, mind and soul of the 
community they serve.   The Houston Commandery has been helping with some of the more urgent center needs - Paper 

Towels and deodorants.   Three of our members and our newest aspirant met with Brother Alan White, the new (…)

Fr. Andrew 

Sherman, along 

with recently 

installed Prior 
James S. Gavrilos
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(…) director, for an updated glimpse into their 
current goals. We toured the facility and discus-
sed additional ways that OSJ Houston can 
help. We delivered a truck-full of paper towels, 
and deodorants as well as socks, shoes and 
clothing for the residents. 
[Pictured left (with some of the paper towels 
donated) is Ronald “Gunny” Davis - one of the 
residents responsible for laundry and misc. jobs 
around the center. He is proud of his work and 
valuable to the center.] 
[Pictured right: Wayland Coe, Janet Coe 
(aspirant), Bro Alan White, Janet Hall and 
Charles Hall.]

Commandry of the West Indies
In September, Dr. Alfred Anduze delivered the inaugural Jay Hirsch Lecture, 
addressing the mental health challenges posed by the global pandemic. Dr. 
Anduze’s lecture was brilliantly delivered via Zoom, and was thus well received 
throughout the Commandery. While preparing for their upcoming investiture in 
April of 2020, Commander Owen Bethel and one of his aspirants attended 
both investitures in Florida and New York.

Commandery of Florida
With proceeds from their annual Gala, The Commandery of Florida continues 
to support a number of local charities that serve the sick and the poor. Most 
recently, the Commandery awarded a grant of $100,000 to C.R.O.S. Ministries 
which allowed them to purchase two pick up trucks used in “gleaning”…by 
which produce left in the fields by agri-business is picked up by volunteers 
and distributed to local food banks.  The two new trucks proudly display (…)
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((…) our OSJ Insignia and acknowledge the support of the Florida Commande-
ry. Even in a year challenged by the global pandemic (in fact, one might say 
BECAUSE of the challenges created by the global pandemic), the Florida Com-
mandery awarded over $150,000 in grants to support the following charities:
American Association of Caregiving Youth 
Purpose: We champion youth who care for chronically ill, injured, elderly, or dis-
abled family members, support their role as caregivers, safeguard, and cele-
brate their success in school and life. The diverse group of over 550 students 
currently served are from financially insecure and/or single parent/grandparent 
households. 

Boca Helping Hands, Inc. 
Purpose:  BHH’s mission is to provide compassionate service through food 
and assistance programs to individuals, families, and children during times of 
need, emergency or crisis. With the continuing economic crisis, the need for 
food continues to increase for the homeless, the elderly, children, the wor-
king poor and single parents. The Job Training Program, which aims to help 
as many people as possible complete a job certification program and 

become employed in their field after graduating. In 2020 (with recruitment 
and some programming temporarily suspended due to COVID-19), 74 
students enrolled, 51 students graduated, and 52 clients obtained employ-
ment. Through May of 2021, 75 students have enrolled, 19 students have 
graduated, and 22 clients have obtained employment. 

Covenant House Florida 
Purpose: Covenant House Florida (CHF) CHF is a private, not-for-profit 
community based organization that provides shelter and services to chil-

dren and youth who are experiencing homelessness or at great risk. Since 
opening the doors to the Ft. Lauderdale Emergency Shelter, CHF has(…)
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(…) provided a safe haven to more than 40,000 youth experiencing 
homelessness. Its vision is to be the leading expert in providing inno-
vative, trauma- informed best practice services to vulnerable youth 
under age 25. To achieve its mission and vision, CHF is guided by the 
following five principles; Immediacy, Sanctuary, Value Communica-
tion, Structure and Choice. 

CROS Ministries (Christians Reaching Out to Society) 
Purpose: CROS has been diligently working to eliminate hunger with 
community collaborations. This program is driven and run by a strong 
volunteer force to ensure families from falling into the downward 
spiral of poverty, food insecurity, and, in many cases, homelessness. 
The Caring Kitchen program is a meal program serving the city of 
Delray Beach, providing meals to the homeless, people with disabi-
lities, veterans, seniors, men, women, and children. Anyone is wel-

come without regard to age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic situation or level, or residential location. 

Family Promise of South Palm Beach County 

Purpose: Family Promise of South Palm Beach County empowers 

families in making their transition from homelessness to sustainable 

independence. FPSPBC believes that every child deserves a home. 

FPSPBC are an organization that depends on approximately 1,200 

active volunteers representing 20 interfaith congregations to accom-

plish our objectives of providing temporary shelter, food, life skills 

education and other individual assessments so that they receive the 

appropriate services. 

Gateway Community Outreach 
Purpose: Gateway’s services are based on improving lives and pre-
venting homelessness. Each year Gateway serves over 14,000 (…)
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James GAVRILOS, KJSJ, 
Prior,

The Americas Priory

(…) providing comprehensive crisis management services with a dedica-
ted staff and over 350 volunteers who continuously monitor all intake pro-
cedures, tracking performance and date input on a weekly basis. 

St. Nicholas Holy Grill 
Purpose: To ensure the community be clothed and feed through the po-
wer of church with decades of history in assisting the homeless in surroun-
ding communities. Going outside the walls of the church and beyond the 
boundaries of fixed sites, to serve hot, spirit-lifting meals to the homeless 
and working poor, feeding bodies and souls, while also ready to assist first 
responders and victims of natural disasters. Due to Covid-19 emergency 
relief was needed to extend services to larger community base. 

Family Promise of South 

Palm Beach County 
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REFLECTIONS on
WHAT NEW SELF will emerge from this chaos ? 

During these ongoing challenging times in our world, you may 
be experiencing an overwhelming sense of being trapped in 
these corona times in which you feel somehow powerless. The 
truth is that everyone is still after almost two years in a wait and 
see situation. Our intellectual abilities are confounded and 
frustrated, but our souls are steadfast and sure. 

It’s a time of darkness as our innermost essence is in the shadow 
and removed from the light of our awareness. “The Dark Night of 

the Soul is a spiritual process where the seed of life is buried 
within the soil of suffering.” Dr Zinia Pritchard. 

Our minds are desperately attempting to create meaning 
around our experience so that we can get a better sense of 
control back. It might feel like we’re living in a void. We’re in the 
liminal space. The space between no longer and not yet. 
Gerald G. May, a psychiatrist and spiritual counsellor put it this 
way in his book The Dark Night of the Soul: A Psychiatrist Explores 
the Connection Between Darkness and Spiritual Growth: 
“For all of us, however, there are moments of dawning 
awareness, little cracks in our armor that reveal glimpses of our 
deeper longing and our true nature…We begin to see that the 
results of our efforts are not quite as perfect as we had hoped 
for. Perhaps the career we worked so hard to achieve is not as 
rewarding as we’d expected. Maybe the love relationship we 
thought would make us complete has become timeworn (…)
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(…) and frayed. Things that gave us pleasure in the past may now 
seem empty”(p.64).

The dark night of the soul is an “intervention” orchestrated by our 
soul.  How can you learn to reconnect with your soul? 
- Practice conscious awareness: try to re-engage with your five 
senses and notice attentively what you are seeing, hearing, smelling, 
tasting and touching. 
- Practice active gratitude: make a short list of three items you feel 
gratitude for every day. 
- Have a meaningful conversation with Jesus: ask, confess your fears, 
close your eyes and just listen. 
- Be kind to yourself and others.
- Forgive yourself and others for everything.
- Accept yourself the way you are today.
- Accept other the way they are today.  
We are in an incubator of change and I encourage you to 
participate with the internal change process. By participating in this 
transformation we will create and emerge a new world as our new 
Self. Enjoy the inner Journey. 
Merry Christmas and a Blessed New Year 2022! 
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Inez Vermeulen, DGSJ,
Intendant
Loon Commandery,
Low Countries (B) 

REFLECTIONS on
WHAT NEW SELF will emerge from this chaos ? 
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When relaxations in connection with the covid safety 
measures were announced on September 1st, asso-
ciation life started again. After months we could 
finally have contact with our fellow brothers again. 
The chapter of September 25th was a first run-up to 
what we hoped would be a picking up of the thread.

Two Feasts of Saint John had to be cancelled. So, 
catching up was a must. And that was celebrated 
extra festively. Not as usual in the church of 
Moerkerke, but in the church of Our Lady in Bruges.

On this occasion, 2 aspirant Brothers were invested to 
be Knights of Saint John: Mr. Francis Van Gulck and
Mr. Niels Vermeulen. 

The musical accompaniment during the Eucharistic 
celebration was in the hands of the ensemble 
‘Currende’, conducted by Mr. Eric Van Nevel. 

A reception was of course not to be missed and for 
lunch we went to the restaurant Maria Van 
Bourgondië (Mary of Burgundy) for this occasion.

What would be a restart of social life turns out to be 
premature, but we look to the future with great 
courage. (…)
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SHORT-LIVED HAPPINESS

Report on: 2021 INVESTITURE,
Prioratus Flandriae (B)



(…) But images speak louder than words (Fra Jean-
Marie Van Wijnsberghe courtesy).
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Report on: 2021 INVESTITURE,
Prioratus Flandriae (B)

Chev. Erwin VANDECAUTER, KSJ,
Prioratus Flandriae Priory



We and the rest of us can celebrate Christmas with family, 
friends with good food, drinks, gifts - many times and in full abun-
dance.
Cancers that affect children and youth do not take Christmas 
holidays.
For almost 20 years, Aas Maltes Group has ensured that children 
and young people who are in for cancer treatment during the 
Christmas month get a small glimmer of light during a difficult 
time.

We are lucky to have caring donors who contribute every single 
year… yes often multiple times throughout the year.
The store Coop Extra contributes firmly every year with Advent 
to Christmas calendars, and 24 hatches with small joys will be 
opened every day. (…)

REPORT on CHARITY:
St. Sunniva Cdry. (NOR)
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St. Sunniva of Norway: Fall 2021
The Norwegian Radium Hospital, Oslo.

Radium Hospital

Store manager 

Jeanette, and 

colleagues 

Øyvind & Thor at 

Coop Extra



REPORT on Christmas CHARITY:
St. Sunniva Cdry. (NOR)
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(…) Something to look forward to every morning !
Besides, there are gifts for patients who are subject to  blood 
samples being taken, radiation and chemotherapy to be 
undergone, and other heavy treatments.
It is leisure leader Thora Kollenborg at Radium hospital who 
arranges distribution to the individual patient.
Our contributor Hoybraaten Painters' Club provides knitted 
hats, all 1.439 so far. There will be many heads with little or no 
hair that will go back home with a small work of knitted art on 
their head.

Merry Christmas from all of us in the St. Sunniva Commandery 
of Norway !

Frank Jakobsen,
Nordic Priory Prior.

****

Top: Leisure Leader 

Thora Kollenborg with 

the first carload of 

three, with gifts for 

children and youth 

with cancer, who are 

in treatment during 

the Christmas month 

at Radium Hospital.

Bottom: Recipient of 

knitted hats for the 

patients: Nurse 

Hanne Johnsen at 

Radium Hospital.



In Memoriam
Chev. Bailiff Carol MARGUERAT, OSJ
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You were not just a Brother in Saint John and a friend
You were a confidant and a source of inspiration and motivation

You will always stay alive in the memories and hearts of Brethren 
who knew you well

It is with a deep sadness that many members of the Malta Priory were given the news 
that Bailiff Carol Marguerat, has, at the age of 86 years, passed away to meet the 
Risen Lord. Our sincere condolences go to his brother and sisters, his nephews and 
nieces and other relatives. 
Carol, as he was affectionately known by many a close friend, was throughout his 
over thirty years of knighthood an exceptionally enthusiastic Knight of the Order of 
Saint John of Jerusalem, Knights Hospitaller. The news of his sudden death was a great 
shock to the Malta Priory council. Carol will be long remembered. Throughout his years 
of service to the Order, Carol served as Secretary, Editor, Office Administrator, Setter of 
Investiture Ceremonies and Master of Ceremonies. He was one of the pillars who held 
fast to the upkeep of the King Peter Constitution and to the Grand Priory of Malta 
during the turmoil within the Order which had resulted in schisms. His tolerant views as 
well as his mental and physical energy and enthusiasm were of immense help during 
these hard times that the Order did have to withstand.

Paul M. BORG, OSJ,
Lt.-Grand Master

In 1999 Carol was elected Grand Commander of the Order during which time he rendered the Order sterling service.   
Unfortunately in 2002, Carol, in his gentlemanly manner, felt that he had to resign because he felt that he could not 
carry out his duties properly due to his worsening physical condition.
The loss of such a personality, a fine friend, a kind man and a gentleman of undisputable character is of an immea-
surably sadness.
Allow me to quote from an account of a funeral oration by Pericles: “The whole earth is a tomb of heroic men and 
their story is not given only on stone over their clay, but abides everywhere without visible symbol, woven into the stuff 
of other men’s lives”.

God, grant him eternal rest.



In Memoriam
Chev. Gencho DOBREV, KSJ.
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Thou O Lord has claimed him back.
We gave him back to thee
with a broken heart,
But may Thy Holy Will be done.
St. Ephrem

It is with deep regret that we announce the passing away of a beloved brother, 
Gencho Dobrev.    
On Tuesday 29th June 2021 Chevalier Gencho left us to join our Heavenly Father.    
Our special sympathy goes to his wife Iskra, his daughters, relatives and friends.

Gencho will be long remembered. All of us who have known him well are ever so 
grateful for his teachings. His gentlemanly qualities, kindness, calmness under stress, 
his gift of inspiring and encouraging others with that smile and that word of comfort 
so awaited for by the individual will never be forgotten.

Gencho was an enthusiastic Knight of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, Knights 
Hospitaller who, for several years, had served the Order while carrying out with 
distinction those duties assigned to him.  As a Priory Council member, his wisdom, 
kindness and patience helped the Malta Priory to surmount many a difficulty.

God, grant him eternal rest.

Paul M. BORG, OSJ,
Lt.-Grand Master



HAVE YOU SEEN MY TATTOO?
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I get into the lift of the Rome Metro and next to me stands a man with a head full of 
tattoos. I cannot help but notice him, and it is as if he is pleased with my glance. 
When his eyes meet mine, I quickly look away, the most common look in the metro 
when we unintentionally cross the safe distance, and this has become even more 
sensitive with the Covid pandemic. However, it takes more time to decipher all the 
signs and words that adorn, or should I say disfigure, his face. Both earlobes have 
large openings in which silver rings hold the holes open. Let us not argue about taste 
at this stage. But it does make me wonder what motivates someone to have them-
selves tattooed like this. When I was young, I remember seeing a tattoo on someone 
who had been at sea and still had some pirate blood in them. These were familiar 
drawings of hearts and anchors, and sometimes a skull. These were signs of the sub-
culture that prevailed at sea and one could expect the wearers of these tattoos to 
regale us with tall tales of their experiences as sailors, captains, or perhaps as imagi-
nary pirates. Later, we also saw members of certain motorcycle gangs more fre-
quently adorned with tattoos to confirm their membership in the club. But today, it is 
neither sailors nor gang members who claim the privilege of going through life

tattooed. During the ride on the metro, I look around me in the compartment where mostly young people have taken 
their seats with, of course, their inseparable mobile phones. Again, I see decorative drawings on arms and legs, and 
here and there even colourful scenes that look like watercolours. We can only imagine what they are hiding under their 
clothes, at least on this rather chilly day in Rome.

I have been told that getting a tattoo is not free at all and even very painful. So, what would the coloured drawing I 
see on one of the legs cost? The whole lower leg seems to be wrapped in it and from afar one would think that this 
young man is wearing a sock. The choice of tattoo is, as with everything, specific to the times, but once it is inked into 
the skin, one is obliged to wear it for the rest of one’s life, even if one has grown tired of the scene. Laser removal is also 
a time-consuming process and is not always fully satisfactory. (…) 

(N.f.t.E.: turning this page can shock your esthetic feelings]

Reflections on: 
Have you seen my TATTOO? (B) 
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(…) What is behind the motivation to get a tattoo? It is certainly a fashionable phenomenon, which is also growing in 

certain Asian countries. In the Philippines, one can see entire scenes from the Bible and images of saints on legs and 
arms, and some even walk around with a tattooed paternoster around their neck. It will certainly not be religious 
motivations that are at play here. Could it be the autonomy and freedom that people want to manifest, whereby they

want to show that they are really in charge of their own body and want to give 
it a very personal touch, as if the unique facial recognition that they were 
given for free at birth is not enough. Is one not satisfied with the body that one 
hasreceived and does one want to upgrade it with decorations and at the 
same time underline one’s own identity with significant signs? Many may simply 
be following a trend, while for others it is the result of a well-considered choice.

However, we can ask ourselves another question. Where is the line between a 
tattoo, a body piercing, and self-mutilation? When a tattoo is complemented 
by piercings in nose, ears, mouth, and other parts of the body: is this not where 
the line is crossed? Where does the permissible lie and where is it crossed? For 
some, this will already be the tattoo, for others the piercing, while others will 
call it a cultural phenomenon to be accepted and even encouraged. The 
latter then like to refer to natural peoples who also used and still use tattoos 
and body piercings lavishly to show and confirm their belonging to a certain 
tribe. But do we have the right to simply colour our bodies and pierce them to 
decorate them, and how far can we go? This raises the ethical question of 
how we should treat our bodies, which we do not ‘have’ but which we ‘are’. 
Does the unconditional respect for the protection of life not require an equally 
unconditional respect for the body, which is more than just a human being’s 
shell but is essentially part of our humanity? Is the shift we see in the respect for 
life not also noticeable in the respect one has for the body? It seems very likely

that the shift from absolute respect for life to an absolutization of self-determination, autonomy, and freedom is 
translated and manifested in the way one treats the body nowadays. More and more seems possible, based on the 
same principles of absolute self-determination, autonomy, and freedom. I can decide for myself what to do (…)

Reflections on: 
Have you seen my TATTOO? (B) 
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(…) with my body, what tattoos to put on it, and how 
to have it pierced. This may well be one, and perhaps 

the most common explanation for the fact that so 
much is being drawn on the body and being pierced 
these days, and that is why this whole phenomenon is 
more than just an innocent cultural phenomenon. 
People waver between a lack of respect on the one 
hand and excessive attention to the body on the other. 
Those who manage to strike the right balance will not 
go straight for a tattoo and even less for a piercing. 
People who still have an absolute respect for the pro-

tection of every life will probably treat their bodies with 
more restraint and not just let themselves be manipula-
ted according to the impulses of the moment, what is 
presented to them in line with the current culture, or 
what they are encouraged to be fashionable with.

Frater René STOCKMAN, KSJ,
Superior General, Brothers of Charity.

Reflections on: 
Have you seen my TATTOO? (B) 

N.f.t.E.: Comment of this model in Business Insider magazine: 

“I wasn’t put on this earth to live to please anyone but myself.”



QUOTE
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Blessed is the season
which engages the whole
world in a conspiracy of 

love.

Hamilton Wright Mabie



SAINT JOHN’S VILLAGES, Burundi, Gitega Hills,
Batwa population: PROJECT SITUATION UPDATE.

Dear Sisters and Brothers in St. John,

Allow us to submit an intermediate report on the OSJ 
INTERNATIONAL supported project, the Saint John’s Villages in 
Burundi.
In July 2021, my wife and I were on a mission to evaluate the 

various projects supported by our NPO, a.o. the Saint John’s 
Villages project. In 2020 the project scope was discussed with our 
Burundian partner APIC (Appui aux Initiatives Communautaires). I 
refer to the note, for-warded to the Petit Conseil in May 2021. In the 
photo on the right, you see the orphans of the project “I muhira
kwa kezakimana” (= Everyone is welcome with the Lord). We 
stayed in the city of Gitega and didn’t go into the hills because of 
the Covid uncertainty: there are officially few infections, but there 
is also little testing, and anyhow: there are no vaccines in Burundi.

On July 13th we had a meeting with the project group to evaluate 
what has already been carried out and what the next steps are.

These are the members of our project group are (L-t-R on the pic-
ture lower right): Idesbald NSABIMANA, Managing Director, APIC; 
Pierre-Claver MUZEHE: Project Leader; Vedaste SEMUSHAHU, Res-
ponsible Site Development, Egide HATUNGIMANA, Architect, Sr. 
Charlotte NTACO-BIBAZA, Responsible Logistics.

In the budget prepared in 2020, the purchase of 5 hectares of 
terrain was proposed in the neighbourhood of the town of Gitega, 
where two Batwa villages, ZEGE and MWOGO, have already been 
refurbished. (…)
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CALL FOR HELP: ST. JOHN’S VILLAGES BURUNDI
UPDATE OSJ INTERNATIONAL PROJECT

Meet the members of 
our Project Group 
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(…) In 2020, the government started to transfer administrative 
and political activities from Bujumbura (the capital) to Gitega. 
This caused an enormous increase in the demand for building 
land and therefore also an increase in prices (sometimes up to 
times five). They nevertheless managed to find a hill within the 
large city perimeter of Gitega, where three contignous plots on 
the same hill could be purchased. This required long and hard 
negotiations. This hill is called “MAHONDA”. Our purchases cos-
ted (in local currency, Francs Burundais):
1. 21,950 m² 83.000.000,-FBu
2. 8,100 m² 50.000.000,-FBu

3. 6,272 m² 35.000.000,-FBu
Tot. 36.322 m² 168.000.000,-Fbu ( : 2.350 = 71.000,-€, =

110,350 AUD = 80,057 USD)

In the budget € 25.000 was provided for the purchase of land.
Ultimately, € 71.000,- was paid. The following non-OSJ partners
financed this purchase:
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CALL FOR HELP: ST. JOHN’S VILLAGES BURUNDI
UPDATE OSJ INTERNATIONAL PROJECT

- Province East of East Flanders: 7.500,-€ 8,450 USD
- Cristian Mutuality Middle-Flanders: 10.000,-€ 11,250 USD
- Aarova: 20.000,-€ 22,500 USD
- NPO Projects Burundi: 15.000,-€ 16,900 USD
- Personal donations: 20.000,-€ 22,500 USD

Financial situation dated 20.11.2021
•The acquisition of land is done: 25.000,-€ 28,125 USD
•4 people are employed 1.500,-€ 1,700 USD
•Rest of the budget yet to be financed: (…)

Mahonda Hill: topographic map and picture:
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(…)
Total budget needed: 215.000,-€ 242,000 USD
Already financed: 26.500,-€ 29,830 USD
Remainder: 188.500,-€ 212,200 USD 330,000 AUD

Resources already available:
OSJ (incl. funding OSJ INTERNATIONAL): 58.000,-€ 65,300 USD
Aarova: 30.000,-€ 33,800 USD
Christian Mutuality: 20.000,-€ 22,500 USD
Province of East-Flanders 15.000,-€ 16,900 USD
Which leaves to be found: 123.000,-€ 138,500 USD

191,900 AUD
In the years 2022 and 2023 we will therefore continue our efforts to 
collect the necessary budget.
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CALL FOR HELP: ST. JOHN’S VILLAGES BURUNDI
UPDATE OSJ INTERNATIONAL PROJECT

HELP US TO HELP THESE PEOPLE ! 

International Charity Account OSJ Malta: 
IBAN: MT74 VALL 2201 3000 0000 4001 6295 843, BIC: VALLMTMT. 

ANY gift is most welcome ! 

MEMBERS or UNITS DONATING 1,000 € are kindly invited to 
NAME A HOUSE to their own discretion

One of many signs referring to our Order

Batwa children
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Report: Helping those who need our support the most,
Charity Deutschschweiz Priory (CH)
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Report: Helping those who need our support the most, Charity Deutschschweiz Priory (CH)

On September 11, 2021, our priory was finally able to meet physically again for a chapter, after almost exactly one year 
during which we could only communicate with each other by means of zoom, email or phone.

Right at the beginning of our chapter we had the opportunity to visit the Balm Foundation loca-
ted in Rapperswil-Jona near the lake Zurich. Our priory had decided to support the foundation 
with a donation of 5’000 Swiss francs, also in memory of our deceased brother, Ruedi Mühle-
mann (KJSJ), whose sister has lived in the foundation’s community for more than 30 years. The 
Balm Foundation assists and supports people with disabilities so that they can lead as 
independent a life as possible.

Mr. Thomas Rüegg, Chairman of the Board of Trustees, writes in his latest annual report: “Especi-

ally on the context of people with disabilities, the question often arises: What is “normal”? 
Because for many things that are normal or self-evident for us, people with disabilities still have 
to struggle. One of the central themes is self-determined lifestyle. Most adult people know 
nothing but a life they can control themselves. Why is it not equally clear that a person with 
impairment can also control himself within the limits of his abilities? That he can take part in

public events “normally” must be taken for granted. It must no longer 
be a question of whether people with disabilities have the same 
rights and obligations as everyone else. They must and should be a 
completely “normal” part of society.”

This is precisely the goal towards which the Foundation is working in 
its activities. The Balm Foundation offers services in different areas to 
meet the individual needs of people with disabilities, mainly in the 
three following areas:
The remedial education school teaches and supports children and 
adolescents according to their needs. Around 100 pupils learn here 
up to middle and upper classes.

(…)

Training centre and cafeteria



Report: Deutschschweiz Priory (CH)
Looking back at 2020 under Covid-19-Conditions
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(…) The productions and services area offers vocational training as well 

as varied activities at sheltered workplaces, such as gardening, art and 
flowers, horticulture, kitchen, catering, laundry etc. The customers ap-
preciate the high-quality products and professional services.

Last but not least the institution looks after people in the dormitory and 
shared flats of the Balm Foundation with as much independence in 
everyday life as possible.
For the support of the total of 355 clients, the Balm Foundation needs a 
total of 336 staff members, the majority of whom are part time 

employees. In order to be able to perform all these great tasks, the 
foundation is also dependent on donations.

Our priory has selected a special project, which we want to support with 
our donation. This is a small farm, the so-called “Balmhof”. The Balmhof
offers employment and work opportunities between people, animals 
and nature. It is an idyllic attraction and a meeting place that brings the 
population into contact with the clients living in the foundation. 

cats. The animal species were chosen in a selection procedure ac-
cording to their potential for use and interaction. Animals have a 

positive and motivating effect on humans, especially on people with 
disabilities. They increase activity and attention, promote social con-
tacts and support personality development and well-being. Animals 
also motivate the clients to go outside, take responsibility and grow 
beyond their borders. Handling animals is incredibly (…)

Gardening

The following animals 
have their new home 
at Balmhof since 
spring 2018: donkey, 
kune-kune pigs, 

rabbits, chickens and
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(…) important for people with disabilities. As a result, it creates a 
great added value in the care of disabled people. During a walking 
tour through the facilities of the Balm Foundation, all our brothers 
and sisters in the Orden were surprised and inspired by the activities 
and dedication of the staff, and could also exchange ideas with 
the responsible persons during the subsequent aperitif.
A good lunch in a beautiful garden restaurant overlooking the city 
and the castle of Rapperswil and Lake Zurich brought the desired 
break before our priory got back to work and dealing with the 
order’s upco-ming business, such as administrative and personal 
decisions and outlooks of upcoming events of next year.

Othmar ZÜGER, KGSJ,
Webmaster

Deutschschweiz Priory

Handing over of our donation



PERSONALIA
International obituary:
Several members in different Priories unfortunately passed away from this life. Our deepest gratitude remains for the
achievements and fraternity of all deceased within and beyond the Order. May they all rest in the peace of our Lord;
their name liveth for evermore !

Elections and Nominations, Promotions

No messages reached us about nominations or promotions.

COVID TIMES
A form of ‘normal life’ developed in different areas of the OSJ world, being under by definition constantly changing
covid-safety regulations. A number of the Order’s national and regional activities and gatherings finally happened, as
one can read in this edition, and this includes Investitures. We are all more than delighted with this evolution, pro Fide as
well as pro utilitate Hominum. Good times were returning, but not overall and everywhere. Meanwhile and to every-
one’s disappointment, some events have to be cancelled again in other regions.

SOVEREIGN COUNCIL : let’s meet in Malta on 23 April 2022 !
The Petit Conseil met by videoconference on last November 20th. Decisions taken about the questionnaire, the Inves-
titure Vow, the Trademark registration e.a. were communicated by H.E. the Grand Commander on last December 2nd.
A re-postponement of the Sovereign Council was wisely proclaimed from the earlier planned date in November 2021
to April 23nd, 2022, cfr. page 34 of this edition. More detailed information follows, but this message allows you to alrea-
dy save the date. We strongly hope that we can finally enjoy a ‘live’ Sovereign Council in Malta, thanks to this re-
postponement to April 2022: there’s absolutely no substitute for meeting in person. (…)
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For it is good to be children sometimes, 
and never better than at Christmas, 

when its mighty Founder was a child Himself.
Charles Dickens
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(…) DISCLAIMER
Please note that the information in this magazine, including all articles, does not make any claims. Any information
offered is expressly the opinion of the creator/author of that material. It is respectfully offered to you to explore, in
the hope and with the intention that exploring this material will be informative and helpful to you. This magazine
contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. You may not publish,
display, disclose, modify, distribute, or create derivative works based on the magazine contents or any part thereof.

LITTLE WORD FROM THE EDITOR
Dear Brothers & Sisters in Arms, I hope you’ll enjoy this quite stuffed 4/2021 edition, and that our Order can revive to
full operational strength in the months to come. Fully resuming of actions and Investitures means that the Order can
welcome new Knights and Dames and can grow again in membership numbers, vigor and impact, as this 4/2021
Herald testifies. My sincerest thanks to all authors who have contributed and are still contributing to our International
Herald: without them no Herald at all, reflecting all the Order’s good works and high spirits pro Fide pro utilitate Homi-
num. Keep up the splendid action on both domains of our motto, and do NOT forget to send me content in Word
and - separately - useable pictures in Jpeg or comparable format by the end of February to come, at the latest, for
the Spring edition to be issued before the next Sovereign Council.
Gently take care of each other and of your fellow man within and beyond the Order, as you always did ! I wish you
all an intense Advent, anticipating to a most wonderful Christmas time.

Yours most sincerely in X° and St-John,

OSJ, Editor,

Benelux Grand Prior

“Are you willing to believe that love is the strongest thing in the 
world - stronger than hate, stronger than evil, stronger than 
death - and that the blessed life which began in Bethlehem 
two thousand years ago is the image and brightness of the 
Eternal Love? 
Then you can keep Christmas.” 

(Henry Van Dyke).


