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Dear Fellow Members,

This has been a year to remember! On the positive side, we have been able 
to slow down, enjoy immediate families and get caught up on many of 
those things that get shelved because of a lack of time. We are learning new 
technologies and ways of contributing as we work together for the common 
good.

For now, staying connected is more important than ever before. Despite our 
‘sheltering in place’, our Commanderies have devised some ingenious ways 
of remotely holding ‘virtual’ member meetings as well as raising money for 
those who became, in some instances, in dire need of assistance. We have 

also had several Commandery and Grand Priory Zoom meetings to ensure that everyone is well and 
that we are keeping our contacts timely.

In November my own San Francisco Commandery held a virtual guided wine tasting Zoom meet-
ing with a very knowledgeable vintner, who explained three different bold California wines, which 
were sent to us before the event. The wine concierge also provided food pairings as we tasted and 
learned!  Once you registered for the event, the wine was shipped to you. This was fun and was a trial 
run for a much larger event next year.

I was privileged to preside over the first virtual two-day Sovereign Council Meeting in September.  The 
combined attendance was 108 from all over the world.

Among those officers participating internationally were Commander Minna Romppanen,  Bailiff Tuo-
mo Pälviranta and Bailiff Grand Prior Jukka Heinijoki from Finland, Grand Prior Victor Feros, of Austral-
asia, Prior Charles Clark and Prior Jeff Prebble also from Australia (even though it was the middle of 
the night and the next day for them), Commander John Pettit, Prior Peter Murrell and Bailiff Emeritus 
René Tonna-Barthet from London, Conventual Bailiff Grand Hospitaller May Storrie and Command-
er Ruth Fleming from Scotland and Commander Jens Vexo from Denmark. Also present were many 
members from Canada and the United States.

Our talented Grand Marshal, Richard Earthy in Vancouver, kept us all organized and facilitated our 
virtual voting!  Accomplishments from this meeting are as follows:
 •We approved the correct translation of the King Peter II Constitution from French to English.
 •We approved the amendments to the King Peter II Constitution to resolve disputes that arose     
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Dear Members of the Sovereign Order

This has been a unique year when “good health” became the most 
important blessing one could give someone. 

At the same time, I have been very pleased to note how Priories and 
Commanderies have responded to the COVID-19 pandemic.  I am thinking 
particularly of the two major ‘virtual’ fundraisers by the St. Joseph 
Commandery supporting both their major charitable institutions and also 
frontline workers and needy recipients.  Other Commanderies have also 
held virtual fundraisers and joint meetings.

   over the composition of the last Regency.
 •The major work of the committee that was appointed at the 2018 Sovereign Council Meeting  
   to review and recommend changes to The Rules of the Order was approved.

Our negotiations and discussions with the Grand Priory of Australasia continue.  We very much hope 
that in 2021 both sides will have reached a Memorandum of Agreement acceptable to our 
governing bodies.  
  
Day by day, I am heartened and encouraged by the optimism, energy, and perseverance that you 
all have shown. Our hearts go out to those who have lost loved ones or are ill.  We pray for those in 
need and we count our many blessings.

My wife, Dame Suzanne and I wish you all a very warm, memorable and enjoyable Christmas and 
New Year’s Season and we look forward to being with you, in person, next year. Enjoy your families. It 
is a privilege to serve as your Grand Master.

Yours in St. John,

William D. Stein
H M E H Bailiff Grand Master, GCSJ, CMSJ, MMSJ

Grand Commander’s Christmas Message

The Vancouver Commandery hosted a global talk on the history of the Order of St. John given by 
Dame Robyn Woodward.  And we successfully held the two-day 2020 Sovereign Council meeting 
through Zoom.

This Holy Season is perhaps the first since World War II where we may not be able to get together with 
our families to share our happiness nor can many of the traditional charitable activities occur in the 
traditional way. There is still much to celebrate such as, for most of us, good personal health and the 
joy of the season. We can all pray for brighter days ahead when we can be together with our loved 
ones again.

Dame Viviane and I extend our best wishes for a happy and healthy Christmas and New Year.

Yours in St john,

Ian Reid
H E Conventual Bailiff Grand Commander, GCSJ, MMSJ & Bar
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Virtual Summer Garden Party

Commander Allison 
Abbott-Kline, DGSJ

COMMANDERY NEWS
St. Joseph Commandery, California

When Covid-19 hit and California went into lockdown the St. Joseph 
Commandery realized immediately that we would have to move to support our 
local community impacted by the pandemic. Almost immediately we distributed 
over $115,00 from our reserves to charities focused on feeding those in need and 
helping with rent payments for the growing number of unemployed. 

It soon became clear that major in-person events were not going to happen in 
2020, so Commander Allison Abbott-Kline put together a team of Dames Helen 
Lambert, Shelly Paiva and Laura Pesavento to come up with a plan for an event 
to replace our normal Summer Garden Party fundraiser. This led to the “Virtual 
Summer Garden Party” that was held on 12th September. 

The team decided we would hold a one hour Zoom event (two hours including 
social time before and after the event) focused on a live auction with some 

entertainment.. 

On the day we had 76 registrations, with 40 underwriters for a total of $89,000 underwritten, and over 
50 logins with well over 100 people attended, with a fun 30 minute social warmup. 

The Virtual Summer Garden Party started with an incredible and beautiful introduction by 
Commander Allison, followed by a few words and a wonderful prayer by Bailiff Prior Brian 
Rauschhuber. The focus of their words was to remind us all that apart from the social engagement we 
were there to fulfill our mission of serving the sick and poor in Christ. 

Chevalier Ed Lambert then took over as Master of Ceremonies and Auctioneer. Over the next hour 
we actioned six wonderful items (using the chat function of Zoom) for a total of nearly $14,000. 
However one of the fantastic highlights of the event was that we were joined by world famous 
mentalist and magician Jay Alexander who, over about 20 minutes of entertainment interspersing the 
auction, blew our minds by incredible and truly mind-blowing tricks. 

In the end not only was the event an incredible social success, bringing so many of our members 
together again in this world of lockdown, but over one hour we raised a total revenue of over 
$124,000 with a net revenue of more than $113,000. 

That money will immediately be shared amongst our three selected charities to continue providing 
food and rental support to the disadvantaged in our community in Silicon Valley. The chosen charities 
are: 

Catholic Charities-https://www.catholiccharitiesscc.org/?locale=en 
Second Harvest of Silicon Valley-https://www.shfb.org/ 
Sunday Friends-https://www.sundayfriends.org/ 

Through the incredible work of the VSGP Committee, the leadership of our Commander, who was 
not at all reluctant in chasing down the Underwriters, and the superb generosity of our members and 
guests, we achieved all of our objectives, both social and financial and exceeded all the 
expectations of those who were fortunate enough to attend. 

Report submitted by H. E. Bailiff Chris Worrall, GCSJ by request of Commander 
Allison Abbott-Kline DGSJ.

Editor’s Note:  Reports of the recipient charities were included in the June 2020 International 
Newsletter.  
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Vancouver Commandery

The History of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem

‘Laughter is Still the Best Medicine” by ZOOM

For something completely different!  Commander David Hunt, KJSJ provided a hearty invitation to all 
members of the Western Canada Commanderies to sit back on ZOOM with a glass of wine or their 
favorite libation and laugh away the Covid-19 Blues when he presented “Laughter is Still the Best 
Medicine”

It was billed as a 45 minute tongue-in-cheek, somewhat factual but honestly researched presentation 
to tickle the funny bone and deliver a good snicker, giggle, guffaw, chortle, belly laugh every few 
minutes.

After 50 years of medical practice as a specialist in Emergency Medicine, Pain Medicine and latterly 
as a Palliative Care Physician, he created this presentation because he has concluded that humour 
and laughter are powerful adjuncts in healing body, mind and spirit.

David’s stated aim was to keep the audience “in stitches” and he proved his theory. A great time 
was had by all and their serum endorphin levels (internal opiates) went up significantly.

David is presenting this “lecture” virtually to various groups as a fundraiser towards a new 10 bed 
Hospice on the Down Town East Side of Vancouver…the poorest postal code in Canada.

Christmas Cheer for Charity

A major ‘virtual’ Christmas Celebration and Fund Raiser has been planned for December 14, 2020 for 
Members, Aspirants and friends of the Vancouver Commandery. Not to be stymied by Covid-19 our 
Commandery, like others, has had to be quite creative in promoting charitable causes and 
celebrating Christmas at the same time.

A 90 minute event which will include:,  Christmas Carols for all to participate,” Hijinks Christmas”, a 
selection by the 50 member ”Moms’ Choir” of North Vancouver, a Christmas Reading by our very own 
Bard ,Chev Christopher Gaze KGSJ, who has been producing Shakespearian plays inside huge tents 

Commander 
David Hunt KJSJ

To engage the Members, Aspirants and friends of our Commandery, and 
reach out to all other International Commanderies, our Social Committee led 
by Chair Dame Heather Hamilton DCSJ, hosted a ‘virtual’ presentation in July 
on the History of the Order of St John of Jerusalem. 

Dame Robyn Woodward DJSJ, a knowledgeable and very entertaining speak-
er who holds a Doctorate in History,  researched, developed, and presented 
an informative lecture supported by excellent slides on the History of our Order 
from the time of the crusades down to the present. She effectively captured 
the, passion, sacrifice, resilience, dedication and fighting spirit of our Order 
through the centuries.

Dr Woodward’ s presentation was attended by over 100 participants in North 
America and in Europe and her efforts were roundly applauded. She is 

developing more historical presentations focussing in greater detail on specific time periods.  Other 
Commanderies participating have indicated that they would be most interested in attending further 
lectures given by Dame Robin Woodward and others. 
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on the beaches of Vancouver known as “Bard on the Beach” each summer for over 20 years; some 
Christmas selections by students of the Vancouver Opera Society; an auction of special events and 
items, with auctioneer Aspirant Charlie Kiers, and will conclude by a beautiful Selection by the Moms’ 
Choir ”A Thousand Years.”

All this to celebrate Christmas and in the spirit of Christmas, raise funds for the three major food distri-
bution charities in the Vancouver area, The Salvation Army, the Union Gospel Mission and the Food 
Bank.  All of these organizations are primarily supported by volunteers and their administration costs 
are very low so that all money raised will primarily go to feeding the poor and marginalized members 
of our city.

Commander David Hunt, KJSJ on behalf of the Vancouver Commandery Council

Victoria Commandery
 
Commander Maria Dominelli has recently reported that in recognizing the community needs in 
Victoria, the Commandery has very recently donated $100,000 to three organizations in dire need of 
funding.  The Commander states “In this most stressful and unusual year the Commandery felt it 
necessary to step up in time to put rubber on the road before Christmas to help agencies that form 
the backbone of our community.”

London Commandery
We are saddened to report two deaths in the Commandery.

Chavalier Vital Alsar Ramirez KSJ

    
Vital Alsar passed away on September 15th 2020 after a long illness. He 
was 87 years old and had lived in Acapulco in Mexico for the past 54 years. 
Vital Alsar was therefore one of the London Commandery’s ‘distant’ brothers. 
He was invested into the Sovereign Order in 2011.

Despite the distance between Acapulco and London Vital Alsar attended 
several functions of the London Commandery. A lively and entertaining man, 
he was noted for his great sailing adventures across the Pacific Ocean 
where his skills as a sailor and navigator enabled him to further develop the 
ideas first put forward into public gaze by Thor Heyerdahl with his Kon-Tiki raft 
expedition. 

Vital Alsar’s life in the London Commandery centred on his friendship with 
Chevalier Daniel Casanova, and their table was always a lively one. He 
was, whilst he was able, a faithful supporter of the Sovereign Order of St 
John and he will be missed by those who had got to know him in the short
time he was able to share with us.

Rest in Peace.

Prepared by Commander John Pettit, KJSJ

(Editor’s note.  A full report will be included in the next newsletter.   It is already included in the           
International website.)
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Gerard joined the London Commandery of the Sovereign Order in 
2014. He very quickly made his presence known, but in his own quiet 
way, by becoming under-study to the London Commandery 
Chaplain Rev. Fr. John Wiley, KSJ, and becoming Knight Chaplain to 
the London Commandery in 2014. Gerard had been a civil servant 
and after his retirement he was able to conduct all and any liturgical 
services so was invaluable when Fr John was indisposed. In 2018 
Gerard stepped in and conducted a wonderful service in Budapest 
for the Hungarian Commandery. This enabled both the English and 
the Hungarian members to understand the Service of Investiture.

Organisational problems connected to the Priory of the United 
Kingdom resulted in the splitting of the Priory Charitable Trust into two 
new Charitable Trusts, each to be run under the separate auspices of 

the Glasgow and London Commanderies. Gerard, due to his huge financial expertise was invaluable 
in plotting a successful course through the muddied waters of financial regulation. 

We extend our condolences to his wife Christine and sons Neil and David. He will be sorely missed by 
all his family, as well as those who came to know him in the Sovereign Order. He had a strong sense of 
humour and a deep passion for his church and the Sovereign Order. 

Rest in Peace Gerard.

Prepared by Commander John Pettit, KJSJ

Chevalier Rev. Gerard Irwin MA, DMS, KSJ

DONATION TO AUSTRALIAN FIREFIGHTING

We reported in the April 2020 newsletter of the donation of $10,000 from the Sovereign Order to the 
Grand Priory of Australasia for appropriate distribution in assisting fighting the horrific bushfires in 
Australia earlier this year.  In response we reproduced the letter of thanks from Grand Prior Victor 
Feros, OAM, GCSJ, CMSJ.  Some of the funds went to the volunteer bushfire brigade in Queensland 
through the Priory of Darling Downs.  The balance went to the Gippsland Emergency Relief Fund 
through the Chaplain of the Priory of Victoria, the Right Reverend Bishop John Parkes.
 
The following is the report from the Prior of Darling Downs, Dr. Jeffrey Prebble, OAM, KCSJ on how the 
funds were used.
  
“The Summer of 2019-2020 saw disastrous bush fires throughout Australia. Our Brothers and Sisters of 
the Sovereign Order of Saint John of Jerusalem Knights Hospitaller (headquartered in Vancouver, 
Canada) very kindly sent a donation of Can$10,000 (AUD11,000) for the Order to direct appropriately 
to support the bush fire relief funds.  

$5,500 was distributed to the Victorian Priory and then donated to the Gippsland Bushfire Appeal via 
the Gippsland Anglican Church Diocese. 

In Queensland, $5,500 was donated to the Eastern Downs Rural Fire Brigade Group. These are 
volunteer fire fighters who bear the brunt of rural firefighting efforts in our region. Supplemented 
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by a donation of $5,000 from the Priory of The Darling Downs, the funds were used to purchase a 
much-needed new water tanker trailer which will be shared with other rural fire services.

The Water Tanker Trailer 

The tanker was specially designed by members of 
the Brigade to overcome equipment 
shortcomings which hindered firefighting efforts last 
summer. It holds 1,000 litres of water, has a petrol 
driven pump, hosing and storage containers. Built 
by HMF Engineering in Crows Nest, Queensland at 
a cost of $20,000, it features signage on each side 
acknowledging the Order’s donation.

Signage 

On Friday 18th September Vice-Prior George Fox and Prior Jeff 
Prebble joined members of the Eastern Downs Rural Fire Brigade in 
Crows Nest for an official handover. Mr Wayne Schefe, the Group 
Officer, Eastern Downs Rural Fire Brigade expressed the surprise and 
delight at receiving the generous donation. He thanked both the 
Sovereign Order of Saint John and the Order of Saint John for their 
contributions and spoke of the great usefulness of this equipment in 
fighting future fires.

The Handover 

From left to right: Vice-Prior George Fox, Tom Archer (Chairman Anduramba Rural Fire Brigade), 
Michael Perrin (Anduramba Rural Fire Brigade), Wayne Schefe (Group Officer, Eastern Downs Rural 
Fire Brigade), Prior Jeff Prebble, Michael King (Proprietor HMF Engineering)”

(Please note the plaque’s refence to ‘Canada’ is slightly incorrect as we are represented in seven 
countries).
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Dame Mary “Mimi” Howard DCSJ was elected Commander 
of the Commandery of the Palm Beaches on July 8, 2020.  

Commander Howard was invested in 2013 and 
immediately became actively involved in the finances of the 
Commandery becoming Assistant Treasurer upon her 
election to the Board of Trustees in 2014. In 2017 she began 
serving the Commandery in her second term on the Board 
and was elected Secretary and subsequently Vice 
Commander and Chair of the Philanthropy Committee. 

Commander Howard coordinated the Commandery’s last 
two investitures at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church where she 
serves as an ordained Deacon. 

Prior to her work in the Episcopal Church, Commander 
Howard spent many years as an Environmental Consultant.

Commander John Pettit, KJSJ

Commander John Pettit was elected Commander of the London, 
England, Commandery earlier this year taking over from former 
Commander Dame Vana Papalois-Theodossopoulu, DJSJ. 

John was invested into the London Commandery in 2002 and 
immediately became involved in learning the ropes of becoming the 
Marshal for investitures from the late Chevalier Anthony Mercer, KCJSJ. 
He has also participated in other roles in the Commandery.

In 2010 John and his wife, Catherine, attended the Sovereign Council 
meeting in Budapest.  They have also attended numerous investitures in 

London and Glasgow.  In 2018 Catherine was also invested into the Sovereign Order and so making it 
a family affair.

Commander Pettit was born in England and grew up in England and South Africa.  During his career 
he was a pilot with British Airways.

NEW COMMANDERS

Taking Oath of Office.  
Former Commander Toni  Mastrullo, 

Commander Mimi Howard,  
Commandery Chaplain Msgr. Tom 

Skindeleski, Bailiff & Grand Prior 
Suzanne Turner
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The following article is reproduced with the kind 
permission of Prior Dr. Jeff Prebble, OAM, KCSJ, 
Prior Darling Downs, Queensland, Australia 

The Order of Saint John Knights Hospitaller’s role 
“to serve our lords the sick and our lords 
the poor” was expressed for centuries in the 
Order’s hospitals and hospices. Our Order was 
the pioneer in hospital innovations and high 
quality care.  I had the opportunity to visit its most 
famous hospital, Sacra Infermeria (the Order’s 
Hospital in Valletta) during the 2019 “In the 
Footsteps of the Knights Tour” conducted by 
Chevalier Stan Klan KSJ. 

After the Knight’s expulsion from Rhodes, the 
Hospitallers occupied Malta from 1530 to 1798. 
Following the successful defence against the 
Ottoman Turks in the Seige of Malta in 1565, 
extensive reconstruction was performed 
including the establishment of a new city on the 
coast near Fort St Elmo and Fort St Angelo. This 
city, now the capital, was called Valletta after 
Grand Master Fra’ Jean de Vallette who led the 
Hospitallers during the siege. 

In 1574 the Sacra Infermeria was built. It 
accepted patients free of charge from Malta 

and Gozo as well as foreigners irrespective of 
social status, finances, creed, religion, or 
nationality. However, I was told no women were 
admitted!

The medical care was famed throughout Europe 
and Sacra Infermeria was considered the fore-
most hospital of Europe in its day, legendary for 
its innovation and excellence. Malta became 
the health resort and convalescent centre for the 
wealthy. Initially it held 181 beds till 1666 when 
it was enlarged into one continuous hall later 
referred to as the Long Ward which was 500 feet 
in length with ceilings more than 30 feet. By 1787 
it had 563 beds which could be increased to 914 
in an emergency and was the largest hospital in 
the world.

Every patient had a canopied bed to oneself, an 
unheard-of luxury in those days (most hospitals 
placed 2-3 patients in a bed, the Hotel-Dieu in 
Paris reported 12 patients to a bed, taking it in 
turns to lie down). Patients were provided with a 
woollen mattress and blankets. Cutlery and 
utensils were made of silver for hygienic reasons 
and the diet was described as “lavish” with only 
the best food served.

Believing pleasant surroundings benefited 
recovery, the Order used the greatest artists of 
the era (such as Michelangelo Caravaggio) 
to adorn the hospital with eighty-five paintings 
depicting episodes from the Order’s history hung 
along the Great Ward in summer and decorative 
woollen tapestries in the cold weather. 

Strict discipline of patients was enforced with 
displayed rules and regulations. Expulsion 
resulted if noisy or caught playing dice, cards, or 
chess. 

The Hospital developed a reputation for 
operative surgery. Modern ophthalmology 
originated with the surgeons of the Order in 
Malta. The first chair of Ophthal-mic Surgery in 
Europe was held by Joseph Barth, a Knight from 
Malta. 

SACRA INFERMERIA –
THE KNIGHT HOSPITALLERS’ HOSPITAL, VALETTA, MALTA
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Without anesthetics, surgical expertise was 
demonstrated by the speed & efficiency in 
operations (e.g. amputations, removing 
cataracts, removing the stone from the bladder 
or kidney). Michel Grima could remove a kidney 
stone in two and a half minutes. The Hospitallers 
developed improved methods of cauterizing 
wounds. The Order’s vows of chastity, poverty, 
and obedience enabled an efficient and 
dedicated hospital administration.

In the 17th century a training school for 
physicians and surgeons was developed with 
Grand Master Nicolas Cotoner, at his own ex-
pense in 1676, founding the School of Anatomy 
and Surgery in Valletta utilizing autopsies.

Nursing care was also considered of great 
importance and the Convent of St Ursula 
attached to the Sacra Infirmeria trained many 
young women to care for the ill – a legacy 
extending to Florence Nightingale, founder of 
modern nursing, who was installed as a Lady 
of Grace in the British Venerable Order of Saint 
John in 1901.

The Order undertook social service to the 
immediate community and beyond, distributing 
food, medications, and clothing, to the poor, 
widows and children. 

Public health was another area of innovation by 
the Hospitallers with uniform standards for 
licensing in medicine, surgery, and pharmacy; 
comprehensive measures for quarantine and 
isolation to control infectious diseases, and 

hygienic regulations for burial of the dead.

The Order of Saint John surrendered Malta to 
General Napoleon Bonaparte on 12th June 1798. 
The French took over the Hospital and converted it 
into a military hospital for wounded French
soldiers. This lasted two years until the French 
surrendered to the British in 1800. Subsequently the 
Hospital was used as a hospital in the Crimean War 
and World War I. 

During the latter, Malta developed the largest 
system of war hospitals in the British Empire. 4,000 
casualties from Gallipoli alone arrived in May 1915, 
and between June and September 1915, some 
22,000 patients arrived in Malta.

In 1920 Sacra Infermeria became the 
headquarters for the Malta Police Force. In World 
War II it took direct hits and was evacuated, 
though tunnels between the hospital and Fort St 
Elmo accommodated a series of wartime shelters 
for Maltese families from the fierce aerial 
bombardment carried out by the Axis forces. 

Today it houses the Mediterranean Conference 
Centre.  
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2021 INVESTITURES

The following 2021 Investitures are booked subject to government and local health regulations.

April 10  Priory of Western USA at San Jose, California

To Be Announced  Grand Priory of Finland. Tampere

June 12  Commandery of Dagmar at Copenhagen, Denmark             

June 19   Commandery of The Sierras, Reno, Nevada                

June 26  Commandery of Vancouver, Vancouver

October 16  Commandery of Victoria, Victoria, British Columbia

November 13 Commandery of The Palm Beaches, Florida

2022 Sovereign Council Meeting

September 12-18    Vancouver, Canada

11
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         Vancouver, British Columbia, V6C 3P6, CANADA
Phone: +1.604.685.2141. Fax: +1.604.685.2142.

Email: registrar@sosjinternational.org
www.sosjinternational.org

Wishing Everyone a 
Safe and 

Merry Christmas and 
best wishes for a better 

New Year


