
 
The Green Cross, an International Symbol  
 
The Military and Hospitaller Order of Saint Lazarus of Jerusalem arose from the Rule of Saint Augustine with its 
emphasis on caring for lepers, the sick and marginalized, and the need to defend Christianity. The history of the 
Order’s green cross is seen by some to be a mix of “validated facts and traditional lore” but, either way, it is an 
engaging story. 
 
Today’s Order of Saint Lazarus green cross allegedly evolved in two stages. The first was a simple green cloth cross, 
Greek or Latin in style, which was sewn on members’ mantles and put on their armour and their horses’ harnesses.  
 
The second stage saw the development of an eight-pointed green enamelled cross near the end of the 16th 
century. Both stages shared the “same historical origins and symbolic meaning”.  
 
The Order initially adopted a green cross, in the 12th century, to distinguish it from other crusader groups, such as 
the Templars, who wore a red cross, Teutonic knights (black) and Hospitallers (white). Green was also selected by 
the Order because it represented its mission to provide hospital services, as green indicated care for the sick.  
 
It is inferred by some that the cross was adopted at the Commandery of Seedorf in 1314 and, although this is not 
historically validated, it was widely used by the 15th century. Those who wore it were seen as “warriors and 
healers of Christ”.  
 
On the 15th of April 1419 Commander Robert le Conte and the French King Charles VI required all members of the 
Order to wear the green cross on their clothing.  
 
Between 1557-1564 Grand Master Jean de Livis changed the simple cloth cross to an eight-pointed Maltese design 
cross. This was formalised at the General Chapter of Boigny in 1578 by Grand Master François Salviati. It remains 
the same to this day. 
 
By the 18th century the four armed, eight-pointed gold Maltese cross was often enamelled in white with a green 
centre. The eight points symbolized the Eight Beatitudes, which were the “ideals of the Order”, while the four arms 
represented the four Christian virtues of prudence, temperance, justice and fortitude. At the centre of this cross 
was the Order’s motto Atavis et Armis (By Ancestors and Arms), which reminded members of their history and 
duty to serve. 
 
The green front of the cross indicated the green of the Order of Saint Lazarus while the image on it depicted “the 
miracle of the resurrection of Saint Lazarus from the dead by Christ” and symbolised hope and healing. 
 
The reverse side displayed Our Lady of Mount Carmel. Together they denoted the merging of the Order of Saint 
Lazarus and the Order of Our Lady of Mount Carmel in 1608 under King Henry 1V. 
 
Since the 19th century the Order has used metal green crosses as a badge to indicate rank, a medal to recognize 
humanitarian services provided, and during formal investitures and ceremonies. These crosses are worn on a 
ribbon around the neck or pinned to the chest.  
 
The original simple green cloth cross has therefore evolved into an international symbol reflecting the Order’s 
mission to care for the sick, uphold Christian values, honour its military history, acknowledge members’ good 
works, and stand beside the marginalised. 
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