A Note on the Life of the Founder - Blessed Gerard

The family and country of origin of Blessed Gerard are unknown, but it is believed that he was born in
Scala. He first appeared in history in 1098 as an administrator of the hospice of Saint John in Jerusalem,
a house for sick and weary pilgrims close to and associated with the monastery of Saint Mary of the
Latins, next to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The monastery had been founded earlier by Italian
merchants from Amalfi and was occupied by a Benedictine community. Gerard may, therefore, have
been a lay brother of Saint Mary of the Latins when he also became Master of the Hospital of Saint
Lazarus outside the walls of Jerusalem. He was present when the first crusade besieged and captured
Jerusalem in 1099.

After the capture of Jerusalem and the setting up of the Crusader States, Gerard, as Master of the
hospitals, presided over the foundation of both the Order of Saint Lazarus and the Order of Saint

John. He had the support of the Papacy and the new rulers of Jerusalem, Godfrey de Bouillon and
Baldwin I. Donations were made for hospitals in the States of Jerusalem, Tripoli, Antioch, and Armenia,
and in Europe, providing for their establishment as havens for the sick on the pilgrim routes. These
developments are thought to be attributable to Gerard’s planning and enterprise and led to the creation
in Jerusalem of the two Orders for the benefit of poor and sick pilgrims, with the Order of Saint Lazarus
caring for those affected with leprosy and having many lepers among its ranks. In due course, both
Orders became international.

The Blessed Gerard died in Jerusalem on 3rd September 1120. His epitaph reads:

“Here lies Gerard, the humblest man in the East, the servant of the poor, and kind to strangers. His
appearance was not impressive, but a noble heart made him conspicuous. One can see from these
buildings how capable he was. He looked to the future and achieved a great deal very effectively; he was
busy with many things in many different fields. He stretched his arms into many lands to obtain what he
needed to feed himself.”

Another significant contribution that Gerard seems to have made is the idea of the lordship of the

poor. To the Hospitallers, the poor who were sick were lords, and they were the serfs under the
obligation to render that devotion and reverence that secular lords would receive from their men. This
idea, which proceeds from a deep insight into the teaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, can be seen as a
reflection of the spiritual life of the founder himself.

Gerard’s epitaph mentions these two characteristics, among his other virtues, when it calls him a
“servant of the poor” and says that “he stretched forth his arms into many lands to obtain what he
needed to feed his own”. At the time of Gerard’s death, a regular process of canonisation did not exist,
and he was given an equivalent title of Blessed. He is venerated as the founder of both the Order of
Saint Lazarus and the Sovereign Military Order of Malta.

His body was taken to Acre before Saladin's recapture of Jerusalem in 1187. Then, before Acre fell in

1291, the relics were transferred to Manosque in Provence. Most of the relics disappeared during the
French Revolution, but some survived in the Church of Martique in France, and some in Rome and Malta.

Saint Lazarus, Patron Saint of the Order



The patron Saint of the Order is Lazarus (of Bethany), who died and whom Jesus raised from the dead a
few days later. This Lazarus was the friend of Jesus and brother of Mary and Martha. (Mary anointed
the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair.) Saint John’s Gospel, Chapter 9, describes how
Jesus relieved the anguish of the two sisters by raising Lazarus from the dead. This was the last miracle
before Jesus' triumphant but fateful entry into Jerusalem.

However, the patron Saint of lepers is Lazarus, the beggar with sores described in Saint Luke’s Gospel,
Chapter 16, verses 19-31. That Lazarus became confused with Lazarus (of Bethany) above in the
medieval mind.

While there has been understandable confusion over the two Saint Lazaruses, the Order concerned with
lepers, has as it’s patron Lazarus (of Bethany), the friend of Jesus, whose feast day is 17th December.
Recently, the late Pope Francis declared an extra festal observance on 29t July for Saints Martha, Mary
and Lazarus.
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