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Joy of seeing 
a friend take 
knight’s vows
I

t was as though I had 
been transported back 
to the Middle Ages. As I 
arrived, the procession 
was slowly winding its 
way into the church. It 

was led by the Prince and 
Grand Master of the Knights 
of Malta, Matthew Festing. 

the occasion was of major historic 
significance. My friend Paul Caffrey 
was about to take his solemn vows as 
a First Class Knight of the Order. the 
last time Ireland saw something like 
this was before the Reformation.

Many know the Order of Malta 
through its work on behalf of the sick 
and through its ambulance corps. 
However, as a sovereign order it also 
has diplomatic relations with 104 
nations and permanent observer sta-
tus at the United Nations.

Even though a layman, the Grand 
Master holds the rank of Cardinal 
under Canon Law.

the ceremony at St Kevin’s Church 
on Saturday was saturated in pag-
eantry and tradition. the knights and 
dames were dressed in their resplend-
ent black robes. those representing 
the ambulance corps were in full mil-
itary attire, including swords which 
they would use to dramatic effect 
later in the Mass.

the ‘Knights Hospitallers’ were  
brought to Ireland by Strongbow in 
1174. their first priory was estab-
lished on what is now the Royal Hos-
pital at Kilmainham. they also held 
more than 600 acres of land, compris-
ing much of the Phoenix Park. 

Before the order was suppressed 
in 1558, it had established a vast 
network of hospitals and hostels, 
primarily across Leinster and Mun-
ster. those holdings were seized 
during the Reformation, and it was 
not until 1934 that the Order of Malta 
would re-emerge as a charitable 
organisation and ambulance corps. 

today, this ‘lay religious organisa-
tion’ has more than 4,000 volunteers 
in 80 locations throughout Ireland, all 
of whom seek to serve ‘the sick and 
the poor’. Dressed in red tunic, 
emblazoned with the order’s white 
cross, Paul Caffrey knelt before the 
Grand Master, who inquired: ‘Noble 
sir, what do you ask?’

‘I ask, my Lord, to be counted and 
enrolled in the Military Order of the 
Knights of the Religion of St John of 
Jerusalem.’

After vowing to ‘have particular 
care and concern for those who are 
poor, dispossessed, orphaned, sick 
and suffering’, Dr Caffrey was pre-
sented with an unsheathed sword. 
the Grand Master then struck Paul’s 
left shoulder three times with the 
sabre as ‘a token of your final humili-
ation in death’. 

Brandishing the sword as a sym-
bolic ‘threat to the enemies of the 
faith’, Paul received a pair of golden 
spurs which two knights touched 

against his feet. the Grand Master 
explained that the spurs, being ‘worn 
on the lowest part of the body’, are a 
reminder that ‘you should always 
hold gold in contempt and never 
allow any greed or avarice to corrupt 
you throughout your life’.

It was a remarkable spectacle 
loaded with symbolic significance. 
Symbols matter because they link us 
to a past which might otherwise be 
forgotten. they are windows through 
which we can gaze onto a distant 
world, one lost to view but no less 
vital for our self-understanding.

the ceremony we witnessed on Sat-
urday was no different to that which 
was last performed here 500 years 
ago. It took us into the depths of time 
and the heart of the Catholic faith as 
it was once practised in Ireland. 

this was not triumphalism, but a 
way of reconnecting to our long-
 buried spiritual heritage.

During the consecration, the corps 
marched up the centre aisle and 
raised their swords as a sign of rever-
ence. It was, however, at the end 
of Mass that the true essence of this 
extraordinary ritual became clear. 

When the new knight received his 
habit, the Grand Master urged him 
to, ‘wear it as a penance for your sins, 
bearing in mind that from this time 
until the end of your life you must 
follow the virtues’.

Beyond all the spectacle, this 
was about one humble man giving 
witness to his faith and vowing, in all 
circumstances, to defend ‘the poor 
and the sick’.

It was a profound expression of 
fidelity to something noble and good, 
something to which so few now dedi-
cate their lives. It was a proclamation 
of obedience and service in an age 
which has rejected both.

T
 
 
HE ceremony itself was a 
reminder that we did not 
always live for ourselves. 
there was a time when 
chivalry, honour and virtue 

were features of everyday life. If the 
event at St Kevin’s seemed so strange 
to our eyes, it is because the idea of 
sacrificing everything in the service of 
others is now so alien.

By profession, Dr Paul Caffrey is 
an art historian and lecturer at the 
National College of Art and Design. 
Since Saturday, he is an Irish Knight 
of Justice of the Sovereign Military 
Hospitaller Order of St John of 
 Jerusalem. He is, in other words, a 
living link to a bygone age where love 
of God and neighbour were values 
worth dying for.

While it is comforting to know that 
Dr Caffrey will never get to use his 
sword, it is equally consoling to know 
that such people still exist. they 
remind us of what we can become 
even when we have forgotten that is 
how we once were. 

Pair jailed for terrorising 
Parkinson’s man and wife
TWO robbers have been jailed for 
an aggravated burglary on the 
home of a 64-year-old man with 
Parkinson’s disease.

The pair were part of a three-
man gang which barged into the 
house and demanded the key to 
a car in the driveway which had 
not been started in a number of 
years.

Gardaí said 23-year-old Craig 
Hogan hit the man while his wife 
ran to neighbours to ring gardaí. 
Hogan’s defence counsel said he 
admitted being present, but his 
account differs to that of the 
gardaí. 

Raider Ian Doyle, 24, told the 
couple as he was being arrested: 
‘Don’t forget I am the one who 
saved you.’ 

Hogan and Doyle, from Rossfield 
Park, Tallaght, were both drink-

ing prior to the offence. They 
pleaded guilty at Dublin Circuit 
Criminal Court to the aggravated 
burglary of the house at Firhouse 
on July 27, 2012.

The third man involved in the 
raid has since died.

Judge Martin Nolan said people 
were entitled to feel that they 
would not be bothered or 
molested in their own homes. 

He said that during the incident, 
which lasted about 15 minutes, 
the family had been absolutely 
terrified.

‘They wreaked havoc upon the 
lives of the family in that house 
and they have also wreaked 
havoc on their own lives because 
this court must impose a signifi-
cant custodial sentence,’ he said.

Judge Nolan imposed eight-
year sentences on both men. 

He suspended the final four 
years of the sentence for Doyle 
and the final two years for 
Hogan.

Damien Colgan SC, defending 
Doyle, said his client wished to 
apologise to the family in open 
court. He said alcohol had been a 
serious issue for Doyle and he 
could only remember bits and 
pieces of the night.

Patrick McGrath SC, defending 
Hogan, said that Hogan’s account 
was not the same as the gardaí’s 
but that he accepted blame for 
being part of a gang that was try-
ing to get the keys, and he was 
aware of what was going on.

He said Hogan was truly 
ashamed and shocked by what 
had happened.

By Fiona Ferguson


