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Duccio painted the Rucellai Madonna in 1285,

as an altarpiece for the church of Santa Maria Novella 

in Florence.  (It is now in the Uffizi Gallery).

It is a work worth enjoying at the Christmas season, 

but is of further interest because the Christ Child’s right hand 

is in the position of benediction so commonly depicted in religious art; and ‘the hand in benediction’ will merit 

an essay in a future Messenger.
I N T R O D U C T I O N
Here we are, approaching another Christmas.  Those of us who attended Chris Marshall’s inaugural lecture, in the Council room at Victoria at the very beginning of March, surely find it hard to recognise that the first year of the St John’s lectureship has passed since that well-attended evening.  To restore our sense of time, Chris has contributed a paper to this issue of the Messenger, and Graham Redding has reported on the achievement of this initial year.  Graham also provides us with a background paper to the Session’s plans for a trial of more frequent Communion services.  
Reading this paper ahead of the trial, I am prompted to observe that we must not confuse the importance of the Sacrament with the frequency of its administration – the Jewish Passover is an annual event, but not unimportant; nor must we allow the fact that early Christians (meeting often in secret and at risk of their lives) turned a meal into a sacrament, to encourage us to turn a sacrament into a mere meal, served in ‘less labour-intensive ways’.  But let us see what the trial yields.

Sandy Lawson draws on his lifetime experience among firefighters to examine the lessons of 9/11 and the sacrifices it entailed; Chris Marshall’s paper on restorative justice looks at the challenge of those who infringe society’s standards; and because it is close to Christmas I have taken for my topic the journey of the Three Kings, which gives us an opportunity to look at the visitors who said, ‘We have seen… and are come to worship’ – and at the king who invited them to ‘bring me word… that I may come and worship him also’.  But he was thwarted in this; and so beyond the Christmas story we have lurking the Massacre of the Innocents.

We should hope and pray, this Christmas (as we look at a world both devious and brutal) not just that the Magi will outwit Herod next year, but that even Herod’s cruelty may be more completely frustrated.
WYN BEASLEY
 THE ST JOHN’S SENIOR LECTURESHIP IN

CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY :  A REPORT

The Lectureship got off to an excellent start at the beginning of the year, with Dr Chris Marshall’s inaugural lecture, entitled For God’s Sake! Religious Violence, Terrorism and the Peace of Christ, filling the Hunter Council Chamber at Victoria University.  There was a similarly strong demand for Dr Marshall’s papers: Jesus, the Gospels and the Coming of God attracted 65 enrolments, and Paul: the first Christian Theologian, 25.  A real mixture of students was represented in these courses, a significant proportion having little or no church background.


In addition to his courses, Dr Marshall supervised several postgraduate students and gave numerous public lectures and addresses, both in the Church and in the wider community.  In July, he presented a paper to the Colloquium on Gospel, Culture and Public Policy held at Parliament Buildings.  Entitled What language shall I borrow?  The bilingual dilemmas of Public Theology, the paper has since been published in the theological journal Stimulus.  It was a significant symposium, with over 100 people attending, including several MPs.  Other speaking commitments included an interview with Maureen Garing on Radio NZ, an address to the Housing Group of the NZ Council of Christian Social Services, papers at several University conferences both  here and overseas, and over a dozen preaching engagements.


Furthermore, Dr Marshall has kept his publication record up with several articles and, perhaps more significantly, a book on biblical justice which was released in November.


He reports that he has been warmly received by his colleagues in the Religious Studies Department.  Next year he will teach an Honours paper jointly with one of his colleagues, and he has been asked to contribute lectures to a couple of other Religious Studies courses.


The long-term success of the lectureship is dependent on personal financial support from those who believe it represents a significant opportunity for the Church to have a credible voice in the tertiary and public sectors.  If you are of this view, and would like to consider either pledging a regular amount towards the lectureship or giving a one-off donation, please look for the lectureship brochure in the foyer of the church, or contact the Church Office for more details.

GRAHAM REDDING
[Dr Marshall’s paper on Restorative Justice and Punishment  

will be found at page 16 of this issue of the Messenger.]

______________________________________________

MOSTLY MOZART: A TOTAL TREAT

St John’s is very fortunate to have Eleanor Carter as its Director of Music, not just for her contribution to services of worship at the church, but for her ability to gather talented colleagues and present, year by year, a programme of good music at Advent.


On Friday evening, 18 November, a large and appreciative audience listened to a couple of hours of good music.  More than that, they were able to appreciate what a nursery of musical ability St John’s has been over the years, because two of the artists (Lucy Anderson and Peter Baillie) are alumni of the St John’s musical tradition.  


The concert began with Douglas Mews, the Wellington City Organist, playing two Mozart organ pieces: the so-called Leipzig Gigue (so called because young Mozart jotted the score down in the visitors’ book after visiting Bach’s church) and the K616 Andante.  Then, from the piano, he accompanied Lucy Anderson’s sparkling rendering of the K314 Flute Concerto.


Peter Baillie sang the Domine Deus from the Dominicus Mass, accompanied by Eleanor Carter at the organ, a demanding number; then Douglas Mews returned to the organ and the K383a Fantasia and Fugue, which owes much of its qualities to Mozart’s admiration of Bach.  Peter and Eleanor joined forces again, this time at the piano, for Peter’s vocal tribute to Vienna, a city he loves: Richard Tauber’s My heart and I, and Franz Lehar’s Yours is my heart alone.


The second half of the programme was taken up with the six-piece K563 Divertimento, as presented by the Iota string trio: Haihong Liu, Lyndsay Mountfort and Eleanor herself, three NZSO colleagues who play together for pleasure – this is the best sort of self-indulgence, pleasure shared with others.


The programme was narrated by Rob Ewan, with a wealth of background detail that helped the audience to a better understanding of Mozart and his 18th-century environment; and Graham Redding’s remarks at the end were a concert item in themselves, as he outlined the impact of Mozart on Karl Barth (who was, as Graham reminded us, one of the 20th century’s greatest theologians).  Barth indulged himself, not with a cup of a certain tea, but with a morning intake of Mozart’s music.


At supper afterwards, it was obvious from the vigour of the small talk how successful the evening had been: Rob Anderson must have been as pleased with the success of his arrangements as with the playing of his daughter, and certainly Eleanor (and all who supported her) can have the double satisfaction, of another of her musical triumphs and, equally significant, of a useful accretion to the Organ Restoration Fund.

WYN BEASLEY (posing as a latter-day Neville Cardus)

___________________________________________________
THINKING ABOUT THE FREQUENCY OF HOLY COMMUNION

In recent months Session has been discussing the practice of Holy Communion here at St John’s.  At present we celebrate the sacrament quarterly in morning worship.  Session has decided that, from March to September next year, we will be trialling monthly communion.  Congregational feedback will be sought towards the end of that time.  Printed below is one of the papers that Session considered in reaching its decision:

One of the catch-cries of the Reformation was ‘ecclesia reformata et semper reformanda’, which means ‘the church reformed and always reforming’. [More strictly, ‘always in need of reform’.  -Ed.]  This did not mean change for change’s sake, but rather change in accordance with the mind of Christ as revealed in Scripture.
So, what is the mind of Christ in relation to the frequency of Holy Communion?  This is where it begins to get rather difficult, because the Bible doesn’t give us instructions on the matter.
What we can say with confidence, however, is that the sacrament formed an integral part of Christian worship from the outset.  In his seminal study on early Christian worship, in which he analysed the earliest written liturgies, Oscar Cullman concluded that the Lord’s Supper constituted the basis and goal of every Christian worship service.1

We can also say with confidence that a number of sixteenth-century Reformers, including John Calvin, advocated a more frequent celebration of the sacrament.  In doing so, Calvin wasn’t merely trying to follow the example of the early Church; he was trying to allow his Trinitarian theology to inform every aspect of the act of worship, and to reintegrate Word and Sacrament.

A well-known Scottish theologian, James Torrance, recently made a critical observation that most worship today ‘is in practice Unitarian, has no doctrine of the mediator or sole priesthood of Christ, is human-centred, has no proper doctrine of the Holy Spirit, is too often non-sacramental, and can engender weariness’.2
There are many people who would agree with Torrance’s assessment.  Modern developments in worship often seem to be driven by pragmatic considerations rather than liturgical principles derived from a well thought through theology of worship.
Torrance and others argue that one of the keys to the revitalisation of worship in our time is a rediscovery of the centrality of Holy Communion, or the Eucharist as it is often called.  While the practice of quarterly communion honours the significance of the sacrament by making it a special event in the church calendar, it does not make it the central event from which all other aspects of church life derive their life and focus.

Interestingly, while the Presbyterian tradition has not followed Calvin’s instruction regarding weekly celebration of the sacrament, it has endeavoured at various times to establish a Eucharistic pattern to its worship.  As the introduction to the 3rd edition of The Church Hymnary (1973) stated: ‘The Committee in determining the order in which the hymns are arranged, has borne in mind that the Order of Holy Communion is normative for worship in the Reformed Church and that, where there is no regular weekly celebration of Holy Communion, the service should still follow the Eucharistic pattern.’3 
It would appear, though, that this commitment is seldom understood or followed today.  Much contemporary worship not only fails to follow a Eucharistic pattern; it has relegated the sacrament to the margins of church life.
What, then, are the benefits of a more regular celebration of the sacrament?  They are primarily  theological, and have to do with a rediscovery of the centrality of the sacrament in the life of the church and the re-integration of Word and Sacrament.
Why is this important?  We might include in our list the following reasons:

· The Eucharistic liturgy is the high point of Christian worship, encapsulating the drama of salvation, and making us participants in it.  Just as, for the Jews, the recital of the Passover narrative has the effect of making the Passover a present reality, so for Christians the recital of the Eucharistic narrative makes the New Passover in Christ a present reality.
· Through the Eucharist, our meagre offerings of life and worship are joined to the self-offering of the One who alone is capable of worshipping the Father in spirit and in truth, and who does so in our place and on our behalf.  The Eucharist ensures that the high priestly role of Christ in relation to prayer and worship is maintained.

· When the Word is preached without reference to the Table there is a danger that the congregation’s attention focuses more and more on the personality, gifts and message of the preacher rather than the One to whom the preacher is bearing witness, and worship becomes a more passive event in which people gather to hear the Word rather than share in the Sacrament.

The costs will be of a more pragmatic nature, and may include:
· Resistance to change, especially among those who are quite happy with the way things are, and feel that quarterly communion is not only what they are familiar with, but is also a defining feature of Presbyterianism as they know it.
· The logistics of change, including all the practical details associated with coordinating and organising a more frequent celebration of the sacrament.

· The pressure of time that would be placed on our worship services, which mostly fit within the hour.

· While the form of quarterly communion would remain the same, a more frequent celebration of the sacrament will oblige us to adopt less labour-intensive ways of serving communion on the extra Sundays.
_____________________________
1 Oscar Cullman, Early Christian Worship, Studies in Biblical Theology No. 10, London, SCM Press: 1953.  p.29. 
2 James Torrance, Worship, Community and the Triune God of Grace, Downers Grove, Illinois, InterVarsity Press: 1996.  p.20. 

3 The Church Hymnary, Third Edition, London, Oxford University Press: 1973.  p.viii.
GRAHAM  REDDING 
AN EVENT IN HISTORY

Events in history affect each of us in different ways, and sometimes there are different perspectives from the same event for the same person.  Last year as part of a holiday in U.S.A. I spent time in New York.  A recent historical event in New York was the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001.


During my visit, while overlooking Ground Zero I was privileged to be given an extensive overview of the events of 9/11 by a fire officer who attended the incident.  Because of the extensive media coverage of this event, most people will have knowledge and memories of it.  Mine can be divided into three distinct perspectives of the tragedy and its immediate aftermath.

The professional perspective
As a fire engineer I find the effects of the aeroplanes crashing into the towers, the subsequent fires, and the speed and mechanism of building collapse to be of considerable technical interest.  
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The towers withstood the initial impact of the planes flying into them.  The initial fires were fuelled by the planes’ fuel load, and then spread to involve the flammable contents within the towers themselves.  A number of technical papers have been written to explain what occurred and, as with many such papers, the conclusions vary with the viewpoint of the author.  Hence representatives of designers, local authorities and the structural steel industry draw varying conclusions as to exactly what caused the towers to collapse.

At least in part the purpose of this technical analysis is to prevent such a tragedy occurring again; it was interesting therefore to have explained to me the configuration of the steel being incorporated into the frame of the first new building being erected to replace one of those destroyed.  Structural steel members in the perimeter frame are spaced with the additional purpose of tearing to pieces any aircraft that should crash into 
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the building, so as to prevent penetration to the core and subsequent collapse.
The personal perspective
As someone who has spent more than 40 years in the New Zea-

land Fire Service, I was profoundly impressed by the sheer size of the incident and the number of casualties – including 343 firefighters killed.  To give the number 343 some sort of context, it is more than the total shift strength of paid firefighters on duty at any time throughout the whole of New Zealand.


Fire departments in many of the large cities in the U.S.A. have had considerable experience, and success, in fighting high rise fires.  Even if access is possible, external fire attack is impossible at heights above about 30 metres, which means that to fight a fire successfully in the upper levels the task has to be undertaken internally.  One thing that is essential for this is for the building to retain its structural integrity for the duration of the fire, which may be many hours.  Because of past experience those in charge of firefighting operations in the twin towers assumed that structural integrity would be maintained; therefore personnel were committed to the incident, both to assist with evacuation and to attack the fire.


But the twin towers maintained their structural integrity only for a short time, then spectacularly collapsed.  Those inside, and others close by outside were killed, in total nearly 3000 people.  Among those who died were the 343 firefighters who had responded to the emergency and were either inside or close to the towers when they collapsed.  When a building is on fire the usual occupants generally leave it as quickly as possible, and firefighters enter where others have left.  This is only done when it is considered ‘safe’ to do so, training and protective clothing being important factors in the assessment of safety.


In the U.S.A. firefighter deaths regularly occur: in 2004, of the 117 firefighter deaths reported, 30 died at the scenes of fires.1  In New Zealand firefighter deaths are fortunately rare, and it is several years since the last one was reported.  In the 140 years during which there has been an organised firefighting force in Wellington, there have been only three firefighter deaths, the most recent in 1944.2
Firefighters all over the world form part of a loose brotherhood (and more recently sisterhood).  A tragedy of the scale of 9/11 affects all of them and is a stark reminder that firefighting can be a dangerous occupation.  It is therefore rather sobering to see fire appliances in New York with a roll of honour in gold letters painted on the panel behind the driver’s door, commemorating those from a particular firehouse who had been killed on 9/11.

The piper’s perspective
On a personal basis, the provision of pipers for the funerals of firefighters: the New York Fire Department has a pipe band and a strong tradition of playing at the funerals of members.  With so many funerals, the logistics of attendance was a major exercise.  With the assistance of former members who returned to augment the playing strength, the band was split into a number of smaller units or squads.  A squad could then play the firefighter into one funeral, then dash to the next one or even two; then return to the first to ‘play out’, and so on.


Funerals are emotive occasions and playing at one, particularly of a friend or colleague can be difficult.  I heard of one piper who had played at over 100 of the fire department casualties of 9/11.  This is a staggering number and the physical, and more particularly mental, stress would have been enormous.  While the arrangements made to honour those who died were the best that could be delivered, they did not prevent comments along the lines that the deceased firefighters were being short-changed. 
__________

1  From Firefighter fatalities in the United States in 2004 as quoted in the Fire Prevention/ Fire Engineers Journal, November 2005, p.3. 
2  From bells to blazes (ed. R Monigatti), 1965.

SANDY LAWSON
RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AND PUNISHMENT
What is the relationship between restorative justice and judicially imposed punishment?  Are restorative mechanisms, such as apology and reparation, to be seen as alternatives to punishment?  Or does punishment still have a role to play within a broadly restorative approach to criminal offending?


Restorative justice proponents are sometimes reluctant to concede a positive place for punishment.  They do not want to legitimise the retributive assumptions and practices which undergird the current justice system.  Society’s reliance on the violence of punishment needs to be challenged and changed, not justified or excused.


Such caution is wise.  Punishment does belong principally to the lexicon of retributive justice.  According to retributivism, when a wrong has been done, justice requires punishment.  The scales must be balanced.  The offender must be made to suffer an amount of pain commensurate with the pain he/she inflicted on the victim.  Justice demands an equity of suffering. 


Restorative justice, by contrast, is more interested in promoting healing and reconciliation than in measuring appropriate doses of punitive pain for particular crimes.  What justice really demands is not the balancing of pain between victim and offender, but concerted action to overcome pain.  It requires offenders to act in ways that will restore the dignity, autonomy and well-being of their victims, as well as their own.

I concur fully with this relational way of understanding justice.  But I am not convinced that legal punishment is fundamentally incompatible with restorative justice.  In my book Beyond Retribution: a New Testament Vision for Justice, Crime and Punishment (Eerdmans, 2001), I suggest that there may be such a thing as ‘restorative punishment’ [see pp. 97-143].  The argument is involved, but in brief it operates at two levels. 

Punishment as the Pain of Taking Responsibility
At one level, I propose that we should broaden our notion of punishment to include the pain experienced by offenders in owning up to their wrongs and acting to put them right.  In the retributive paradigm, punishment refers only to the pain that is externally imposed on the offender, such as imprisonment, fines, or community service, as a secondary ‘addition’ to the criminal event itself.  Such punishment is intended to hurt the criminal, though it usually does little to help the victim.

But why limit punishment to what is done externally to the offender by the court?  Why not include what happens to the offender when he/she is held genuinely accountable to the victim?


Arguably the most exquisite pain associated with criminal offending comes, not from incurring secondary penalties, but from facing up to one’s culpability for violating another human being and from striving to remedy its consequences.  We should not underestimate the shame and distress entailed for offenders in confronting the personal consequences of their actions, accepting responsibility for them, seeking reconciliation with those whom they have harmed, and working to restore the damage caused.  The suffering entailed is often intense, sufficiently intense to qualify as a kind of inherent punishment.  But it is a positive punishment, a punishment that promotes healing in the victim and renewal in the offender.

Punishment as Symbol and Invitation
The second level relates to the imposition of secondary sanctions by the court.  Given human nature, such sanctions will always be a necessary component in society’s effort to control or prevent criminal offending.  But the moral legitimacy of such punishment does not lie primarily in its character as just retribution for wrongdoing.  It lies in the dual function of symbolising the battle between good and evil in which the offender is embroiled, and in summoning moral transformation.


On the one hand, punishment symbolises the corrupting impact of criminal activity on the community and on the wrongdoer’s own person.  The emotional pain or material loss inflicted by the court is a kind of enacted parable of the moral and spiritual evil the offender has perpetrated.  It externalises and dramatises the invisible indignity which the offender has visited on others and on himself.  At the same time, the punishment invites transformation.  It seeks to awaken in the wrongdoer a recognition of his need for behavioural and moral change.  It summons the wrongdoer to face the reality of the hurt he/she has caused and to strive to make amends.


The goal of restorative punishment is not the discharging of the offender’s guilt through having endured sufficient pain, as in retributivism.  The goal is the reformation of the offender, the healing of the victim and the repair of relationships.
Rethinking Methods of Punishment
This understanding of punishment requires us to develop modes of punishment that focus on restoration rather than simply on more effective pain-delivery.  In devising such punishments certain considerations should be uppermost.


Does the punishment express, clarify and publicly declare that the offender’s behaviour was wrong?  Does it include the opportunity for the offender to clarify and acknowledge his/her moral responsibility for the crime and its impact?  Does it offer reparation to the victim and the opportunity, should the victim concur, for reconciliation and forgiveness?


Does it entail the wrongdoer rendering service to the victim or to others in the community?  Does it contribute in some way to remedying the social context which helped spawn the crime and the criminal?  Does it provide for the eventual reintegration of the offender in the community, and include ways of symbolising his/her reacceptance into the community that are as powerful and effective as the current rituals what symbolise the condemnation and exclusion of offenders?


Does it, in short, minimise the dangers always inherent in the deliberate infliction of pain, and maximise the potential for restoration and new life?
CHRISTOPHER MARSHALL
THE COMING OF THE MAGI




‘A cold coming we had of it,




Just the worst time of the year




For a journey, and such a long journey:




The ways deep and the weather sharp,




The very dead of winter.’






T S Eliot, Journey of the Magi.
The story of the Three Wise Men is one of the charming elements in the biblical account of the birth of Christ.  It is recorded only by Matthew, in the second chapter of his gospel, and it has gathered more than its share of accretions since his account was first written.


In Matthew’s story, ‘there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, saying: “Where is he that is born King of the Jews, for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him”’.  Their number was not stated, we notice, nor the suggestion that they were kings; yet the story that has come down to us includes both these details, and goes so far as to name the three kings: Caspar, Melchior and Balthazar.  
Closer to home, Abel Tasman in January 1643 sighted three islands off the northern tip of his ‘great land uplifted high’ and named them for the day, 6 January, of his parting from the land where he had enjoyed so little hospitality.  For in the church’s calendar 6 January is the feast of the Epiphany, of the revelation of Christ to the Gentiles; and so on Tasman’s chart the islands became T’Eijlant Drie Coninghen – the Three Kings Islands.
All of which prompts the question: how did all this come about?  Well, Matthew’s account is interesting in itself.  First we are told that ‘when Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him’.  Given Herod’s position and his character, all this is easy to appreciate.  Herod, called ‘the Great’, was born in 73BC, the son of an Edomite chieftain and thus a descendent of Esau rather than a true Israelite of the line of Jacob.  He therefore had an extra challenge to face in his dealings with his Jewish subjects, as he rose in the hierarchy ordained by their Roman overlords.  Julius Caesar made him governor of Galilee in 47BC; Mark Antony promoted him to be king of Judaea seven years later, and Octavian (the future Augustus) confirmed him in the post after defeating Antony at Actium in 31BC.  Of his administrative ability there can be no doubt, and he was flexible enough in his religious beliefs to allow pagan temples in his outer provinces while on the one hand building and enriching the Temple at Jerusalem, and then adorning it with a great Roman Eagle (which struck more rigid Jews as an act of subservience).  Like many since who have attempted to control his country, he had to face opposition and even treachery, which he did with a blend of courage, skill and ruthlessness.  He was moreover mortally ill by the time of Jesus’ birth; and it is not to be wondered at that he was troubled by the news – nor that all Jerusalem would be ‘troubled with him!’
So Herod took counsel of the religious leaders of his kingdom, asking them where the birth of this ‘King of the Jews’ might have taken place, for whom his visitors were seeking: the chief priests told him of the prophecy that ‘out of thee [Bethlehem] shall come a Governor, which shall rule thy people Israel’.  That is to say, if the prophecy was to be believed, about 10kms south of his capital his potential rival had lately been born.  For a man who had lived with conspiracies for years, this was alarming news.  He saw the Wise Men, checked with them as to the date of the event they had been pursuing, gave them their directions and invited them: ‘when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also.’ 

In all this we can recognise the stuff of which good thrillers are made.  We can appreciate the good fortune by which the Wise Men were prompted, after visiting the infant Jesus with their gifts, to depart ‘into their country another way’; even as we recoil at the mass infanticide which was Herod’s response, while recognising that it was an entirely predictable reaction for someone in Herod’s position – of authority on sufferance.  Autocrats have always dealt with perceived threats in such ways.

But to return to the Wise Men themselves: when they saw the young child with Mary his mother, we are told, they ‘fell down and worshipped him’; they delivered their gifts, of gold and frankincense and myrrh, and then, being wise men, they went home – not by way of Jerusalem and Herod!

What was the star that led them to Bethlehem? – modern opinion seems to favour a supernova, and it appears that one did occur at a suitable time in history; or perhaps the conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn which occurred in 7BC may have created a suitably bright object in the night sky.

The story seems to have gained its first embellishment at the hands of the early theologian Tertullian.  Born in Carthage about AD160, he spent some time in Rome and was converted to Christianity c.196.  Writing in Latin, he achieved considerable influence, and in his work appeared the contention that the Wise Men were kings – doubtless Isaiah’s prophecy  ‘And the Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of thy rising’ (Isa. 60:3) helped him arrive at this conclusion.
In passing: this verse appears in one of the bass solos of Handel’s Messiah; and this particular line is, in my reckoning, one of the most poignant melodies in all vocal music.
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Doubtless because of their three gifts, the kings themselves were soon considered to be three in number, and their naming was not too long delayed (indeed they were treated as saints in mediaeval times): a 6th century mosaic in the church of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna shows them, carefully labelled, with red caps, bearing their gifts and distinguished by their facial features – Caspar is pale and bearded, Melchior also pale
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6th century mosaic, Ravenna.
but clean-shaven and thick-lipped, Balthazar darker-skinned and dark-bearded.
By the 15th century a stained glass window in Ulm cathedral, in south Germany, emphasised their kingly status: Balthazar has put off his crown while paying homage, the other two are wearing theirs.  He is once again of darker complexion.
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15th century stained glass, Ulm.
In her preface to The Man born to be King Dorothy L Sayers points out that her ‘Magi remain three and remain kings; they keep their fairy-tale names, and Balthazar is black but comely, as all good children know he should be’.  Accordingly Caspar becomes king of Chaldaea (in modern-day Iraq, where Ur, the world’s first city was built); Melchior, of Pamphylia in Asia Minor, then a Roman province; and Balthazar, of Ethiopia – so that the three continents of the Biblical world (Asia, Europe and Africa) are represented in the visitation.  Reflecting on their visit, Balthazar muses:
I looked at the Child.  And all about him lay the shadow of death, and all within him was the light of life; and I knew that I stood in the presence of the Mortal-Immortal, which is the last secret of the universe.
It resonates, this idea, with T S Eliot’s Journey of the Magi,* and the passage:


There was a Birth, certainly,


We had evidence and little doubt.  I had seen birth and death,  
But had thought they were different; this Birth was


Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.
Gold, the symbol of kingship; frankincense, burned at the altar of God; myrrh for the anointing of the body after death; strange gifts for an infant, but they weave together into the story of those first Gentile worshippers of Mary’s Child.
WYN BEASLEY
* Magus: the old Persian term for a member of a priestly caste, which came through Greek into our language.

