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THE PRINCESS


Once there was a princess who really was as good as she was beautiful.  Later, authors of fairy tales would model their heroine on her knowing nothing of the reality.


The princess was more radiant than the sun itself because the spirit of light dwelt within her.  She was the greatest delight of her father, the King, who created his best masterpieces inspired by the glory in her eyes.


Her heart was so attuned to his that he did not need to tell her when the time came for her to leave him.


She knelt before him and gazed up into his face.


“Although I must go to another world to those who have lost their way, I know that you will always watch over me.   I shall feel your presence every minute of every day.”


And so the princess left the Kingdom of Light and dwelt in a kingdom where the subjects had rebelled against her father.


Darkness and evil had no power over her, recognising the source of the protecting aura that shone all around her, and those who came into contact with her went on their way with their hearts singing, not knowing that they had been helped by the princess from the Kingdom of Light.


She dwelt in the temple of the capital city among other young girls being trained in wisdom and holiness.  No one knew her true identity but she was consoled to be living among people who were true to her father.


One day the priest of the Temple told her that the time had come for her to marry.


“I cannot give myself to any man.  My heart belongs to the Most High.”  Tears overflowed, revealing the sorrow of her exile.


“This marriage is His wish.  Would you thwart His plan?”


“I will serve Him, whatever the cost.”


The chosen man took the princess’ hand gently.


“Do not be afraid.  You shall be my sister.”


After a festive wedding ceremony, the princess went with her husband to her new home far from the temple.  Never had the meadows been so richly embroidered with flowers as on the day they drove to the village among the hills.


The villagers made the princess welcome as the bride of the wise carpenter they had respected and loved for many years and she was well content with the simple dwelling and the garden where birds sang their finest songs for her.


However the princess possessed the painful gift of being able to read hearts and she felt sad and helpless to see so much greed and selfishness in some of the inhabitants of the village as well as in the strangers who passed through.


One day, when she was wondering how she could serve her father in such an alien world, a messenger came from him.


“You will bear a son, the Prince of Light.  It is he who will restore harmony and joy to these lost children.”


“I am willing, but I don’t understand how it will happen …”


“You will conceive through the power of the Spirit of Love.”


And as Love itself enveloped her, the princess thought of the Prince of Light whom she was to hold in her arms, and vibrations of her joy sent a melody of praise resounding throughout the universe.


Months passed while the child grew within her and her well-being became such tangible serenity that villagers sought her presence to warm their hearts and banish sorrow.


The carpenter knew whose son his wife was to bear and, marvelling, made what preparations he could to receive the prince for whom the fallen world had waited so long.


The baby was born while they were away from home camping in a stable cave.  Light truly came into the darkness then: the stone walls shone like the golden panels of a king’s palace; the water in the drinking trough became liquid silver, and the straw turned to shimmering skeins of gleaming gold.


As the princess held her baby in her arms  the carpenter was dazzled by the mist that surrounded them and fell on his knees.


“Does the Holy One come thus into the world, unknown and unannounced?”


However, dawn brought their first visitors, shepherds exultantly telling their story: angel messengers had come to them during the nightwatch telling them to rejoice for the Prince of Light had come into the world to rescue all those whose hearts were good.


“We seek a newly-born baby boy,” they told the carpenter and he led them to where the princess supported the tiny shawled head tenderly against her breast.


They gazed at the sleeping prince with great gladness and dared to ask: “But why has this not happened in a palace?”


“Love cannot grow surrounded by wealth and comfort,” the princess told them.  “My son has not come to rule by force but to lead his brothers and sisters back to their father’s house in the Kingdom of Light.”


“Will he not rescue the rich and powerful too?”


“He will invite everyone whose heart is longing for his true home.”


The shepherds went away transformed by love and daily sang for themselves the exultant song of the angels, reliving over and over again the night when the veil had been rolled aside from heaven.


The princess tended her baby and watched over him most lovingly.  To her eyes, he radiated such beauty that she expected everyone she met to fall before him, but most people gave him no more attention than any other new-born child.


“The very stars shine more brightly since his birth,” she told her husband, gazing at a star of exceptional brilliance.


It was then that they became aware of a group of mounted men approaching them, the richness of the camels’ trappings revealing their wealth.


The three lords left their entourage and approached them.  


“We have followed this star through many lands for we knew it would lead us to the King of kings.  He is the son of Light and the hardships we have suffered are nothing if we may see him just once.”


They bowed before the princess and her child in silent awe, knowing that the young girl and her son held all the love, truth and peace the world had ever sought.


The wise men went away but, as is the way of the world, the reason for their travels had become known to the whole region.  The local king received a report: travellers from the east had come to reverence a new prince.


The king did not hesitate.  “Kill him,” he said.  He was infamous for stamping out rebellion before it had had time to draw a single breath.  “If you can’t discover which child it is, kill all the babies.”   


A messenger came to the carpenter. “You must leave the country tonight to save the life of the prince.”


The three fled the swords of darkness and reached the neighbouring country safely.  They settled there and lived in poverty, their hearts aching with longing for their own home among the verdant hills.


And yet the twice-exiled princess knew that she had not understood sorrow until news reached them of all the babies who had died in the wicked king’s attempt to destroy the new prince.  It was like the touch of frost on flowers that had known only sunshine.  For the first time the evil around her had not stopped at the protecting shell but had pierced her heart with pain which nothing would ever ease.


This was her first sorrow.


The years of exile were bitter-sweet.  They lived among alien people who had no knowledge of the Kingdom of Light and worshipped gods of their own making with dark rites.  Yet the great joy  that flowed through husband and wife as they tended the young prince mitigated their longing into near contentment.


Then one day a messenger came.


“It is safe to return to your own village now.”


The journey was long and physically taxing but the three scarcely noticed as they travelled with heads held high and their  hearts beating a rhythm of jubilant anticipation.


They received a warm welcome.  Their former neighbours admired the son of the carpenter and his wife, not knowing that the smiling young boy was their prince.


And so among good-hearted villagers were spent the sunshine years.  The man, woman and child radiated happiness so powerfully that sadness and anxiety were lessened just by being in their presence.


Others would watch them, unable to discover the reason why joy and laughter were ever present in  that family: the carpenter was skilled but was not a wealthy man; his wife worked hard; and their exceptionally intelligent son  roamed the hills with the other children.  Husband and wife were generous in sharing their resources and time with those in trouble and their son was invariably patient with those who were younger or slower than the others.  Dimly they perceived the great devotion  between the three and were  grateful that their love spilled over onto everyone  around them.


Few understood that it was in the hours of prayer that the carpenter’s family received their wholeness.  To them, the Most High was not an unknown God who lived beyond the heavens but a beloved father who poured his love into them without measure.


The prince grew into a young man, a tree planted in the soil of grace, growing straight and tall, his attractiveness increasing with the years, and still he went on his way unrecognised.  He learnt his father’s trade and took pleasure in working creatively with wood.


The princess watched him and wondered.  “One day he must lead an army against the powers of darkness.  He is young and strong now, so will it not be soon?”


Or would it be sufficient for him to live a hidden life, igniting a light that would spread until it had overcome the darkness?


The princess treasured every moment of every day and in the joy of her son’s presence she felt she was once again living in the Kingdom of Light.


The years of joy ended quite suddenly with the death of the carpenter.


Wife and son buried him, mourning the gentle man who had been more angel than  being of this world.  They comforted each other and then the prince took his mother’s hand.


 “The time has come for me to leave.  I must raise my banner throughout the land.”


Alone, without riches or worldly credentials, he went away and the princess watched him go, taking her heart with him.


This was her second great sorrow.


The days went by slowly now.  She rose each morning and busied herself with household tasks  and acts of kindness to her neighbours, but, with no husband or son to care for, her own existence had no reality for her.


“My Father,” she prayed.  “What do You want me to do now?  I offer you my life for the success of the prince’s mission.  I will gladly die - or do you want me to work with him among your wayward children?  Please guide me …”


Weeks and months passed by and her life remained unchanged.  She moved among the villagers daily, seeking always news of her son, and the stories of travellers passing through were like stars added to the midnight sky of her knowledge.  She rejoiced at the shining pattern that was emerging and praised the Most High for the light spreading over the land.


It seemed that everywhere the Prince went he left a trail of wonders behind him like the florescent wake of some big ship on a sparkling sea.  He had the power to heal all sicknesses and to restore life to the dying; when he blessed the sea, fish were caught in great shoals; when he blessed the land, it yielded the heaviest crops ever seen; and when food was in short supply, a command from him would make it increase so bountifully that thousands of people could be fed.


Some of the villagers became hostile to the princess.  “Your son is pretending to be an important  man.  He gives long speeches everywhere , claiming wisdom from the Most High.  He is making enemies among the priests and learned men.  Your son has no more knowledge than any of our sons who studied under the same teacher.  Why don’t you teach him his duty?   His carpenter’s tools lie idle. He should be working to support you.”


The princess was defensive.  “My son knows his duty very well.  He will come home soon.”


He came late one evening, knocking gently on his mother’s door, humbly prepared to spend the night in the open if she were not awake.


She opened to him almost immediately and drew him in joyously.  And when he put his arms around her, the pain of all the months of separation was healed for both of them.


The next day they talked so much that the princess left many a task half-completed - to be finished later with laughter when discovered.  Their joy at being together again after their first separation was so great that it could not be quenched even when he recounted stories of negative reactions to his mission.


“Our neighbours find it hard to believe in your miracles, my son,” the princess told him.  “They plan to demand wonders from you.”


“Wonders prove nothing.  Why don’t they talk of the real miracles: people whose lives have been saved from despair?  So many of my father’s human masterpieces have set out to destroy themselves by breaking every rule devised for their happiness.  I bring them his forgiveness and they are transformed before my eyes.  I tell them how much he loves them - that they are precious to him exactly as they are - and that knowledge restores to them the true life they nearly lost.  These are the miracles at which men should be marvelling - signs that the Kingdom of Light has begun on earth.”


“How can we make them understand?  Yes, son, they talk of wounded men being restored and following you, but priests - the very ones who should recognise the work of the Most High - seem to be the most blind.  They condemn you for associating with known criminals and for allowing outcasts and beggars to follow you.  Their criticism prevents many a person of good will from recognising you as their long-awaited prince.”


“Nonetheless, I shall continue to speak to whoever will listen; to bring life where there is death; to pour light into darkness, and accept everyone who believes in me and is prepared to walk behind my banner.”


“You need friends, loyal supporters who will carry the burden with you.”


“I have chosen twelve.  They are very different from one another but I will train them and make them into an effective force.  Some are rich, some poor; some from towns, some from villages; some are young, some well into middle age; some well-educated, some with little worldly knowledge but with simple, loving hearts.”


“Only twelve?  You make friends wherever you go.”


“I have many followers but few true friends.  These will become my closest disciples and I will teach them everything.  My way of life must continue when I have returned to my father.”


Yet the crowd listened intently whenever the prince spoke and the princess mingled with the assembly and listened too.


Each word that he spoke was a pearl of glory dropping into her heart.


“You can be happy even when you are poor, hungry, bereaved, reviled and persecuted, if at the same time you are living in my realm of peace.  The Most High will satisfy your hearts and watch over you until the day you follow me to live with Him in the Kingdom of Light.”


The people were impressed both by his powerful words and his miraculous deeds.  Here at last was someone who had the power to overthrow the hated conquerors of their land.


“You shall be our king.  Become commander-in-chief of our army and set us free.”


The princess waited anxiously until her son’s voice rang out with authority.


“No army is needed for a spiritual kingdom, but you shall indeed be free - free from your slavery to sin - if you continue to follow me. Conquer the enemy within you.  I will help you.”


The prince travelled tirelessly throughout the land and often the princess travelled with him.  Dust and heat, mud and winter rains were nothing to her as long as her eyes could dwell on the beloved face of her son.  She prepared his food, washed his clothes, and took care of him as well as possible while travelling, and other chaste women joined her and took care of the needs of his disciples in a similar way.


These were days of mingled joy and sorrow.  Joy when individuals clothed in misery and shame knelt before the prince - and rose freed from the tentacles of darkness with new hope in their eyes; sorrow when she looked at her son and saw the toll constant ministry was taking from him.


His friends too pleaded with him to spare himself, to rest, to share the load with them.


“Giving life to dying people does not tire me.”  Could they not see that what was sapping his strength was his perpetual battle with those who deliberately misunderstood and misinterpreted everything he said?


Nonetheless, he sent his disciples out two by two to prepare his way,  and he gave them the gift of working miracles of healing so that their message would be believed.


They returned exulting in their successes but the princess feared that their new assurance would lead to pride and more than once heard them jostling for position in the new kingdom her son was founding.


“They don’t understand.”  She met the prince’s eyes, trying to alleviate her disquiet.  “They still believe that you are here to take an earthly throne.  Why don’t they listen to you?


“They cannot understand.  They don’t want to.  They desire a king, not a shepherd who is prepared to die for his foolish sheep.”


“Children seem to  know you.”


The prince smiled as he caressed a brother and sister who had run into his arms.  “These little ones are young enough to listen to their angels.  They know that nothing matters except coming to  one who loves them.”


Sometimes wealthy and influential men would come to the princess and speak to her of her son.


“He is good and wise.  We will back him with our money and power and make him into the greatest Ruler this world has ever known.”


“If you want to help him extend the boundaries of his kingdom, give your money to the poor.”


But they understood the words of the princess no more than those of her son and continued to scheme to make their own plans succeed.


The prince tried to warn his real friends of what was to happen in future.


“Unless a seed is buried in the ground, it cannot bear fruit.  I too must die to bring life to those who love me.”


His disciples gave his words little attention.  The prince was young and all his words and actions pulsated with vitality and life.

There was nothing he could not do.  Once, when they were in a boat on a stormy sea, he astounded them by walking to their rescue across the waves. And then all it took was a word for the wind to drop to a sigh of awe.


They told the princess and she just smiled.  They were aware that she, like her son, was not truly of their world and they could not understand why they both used their unique gifts to help the poorest and most unloved of men.


The prince looked like a shepherd as he led the way with crowds of people flocking eagerly after him, and perhaps for this reason he had a particular rapport with all the herdsmen he met on his travels.


The princess recognised with great gladness some of the shepherds who had come to see the new-born prince thirty years before and had been spreading the good news of his birth ever since.


“They continue to work for my kingdom,” the prince told her.  “With men such as these, I could convert the world.”


The princess knew only too well how few real friends her son had: these shepherds; his close disciples; the women who travelled with them or received them hospitably in their homes; and a family who lived near the great temple city.

  This man and his sisters were wealthy and when he stayed within their walls he was protected from the spite of those who sought to trap and destroy him but this was not  why the prince valued them.


“Rich people with humble and generous hearts are as rare as black pearls.”


However, it seemed that his friendship with the rich man was doomed for his friend suddenly sickened and died.  By the time the prince arrived, he found no more than weeping relatives in front of a sealed tomb.


“Remove that stone.  I will call him from his grave.”


And, when they obeyed trembling, his voice rang out with such authority that the dead man’s soul returned to his body.   


“Welcome back, my friend,” the prince said, as the dazed man came out of his tomb. 


The man’s sisters gave a great feast in celebration and the younger one poured anointing oil lavishly over the prince’s head.

 
“Chrism for a King,” she murmured as the scent of roses filled the room.


The prince was grave.  “No.  You anoint me in preparation for my death which is very close to me now.”


No one believed the prince particularly when, soon after, he rode into the capital city in apparent triumph.  The people were in festive mood and flung flowers and praises towards the rider in the rich robe he had been persuaded to wear for the occasion.  His friends were wild with joy and only the princess understood the tears in his eyes, and wept within her heart.


“This temple is corrupt,” he said when he dismounted.  “It will be demolished because its ministers refuse to acknowledge that I come from The Most High.”


He seized a whip and cleared the courtyard of all the unjust traders but it was the temple’s priests who watched him with hatred in their eyes.


The princess was sick with apprehension and foreknowledge.  She wanted to gather her beloved son into her arms and ride far away with him to safety as she had done once when he was a baby.  But now they were both captive to the will of the Most High - and had they not come into this world to accomplish it?


The prince could not allay the fears of the princess.


“It will be very soon, mother,” he told her.  “Pray for me for I will need more strength than any man that has ever been born.”


That evening when the prince sat down to the most important ritual meal of the year, he could not hide his sadness from his friends.  The very room seemed to be filled with the cloud of his oppression and there was none of the good-humour and happy fellowship they usually enjoyed.


The prince poured deep red wine into a goblet.  


“So shall my blood be shed for you.”


He broke the loaf into smaller portions and handed them out.


“So shall my body be broken for you.”


Never had his words been so incomprehensible to his disciples.  Was this not the indestructible son of the King of Light?  No one could have any power over him.  Was not the time near when he would take his rightful place on the throne of this land and extend his reign to all the surrounding countries in ever-growing  glory?

 
“Let us go and pray under the stars.”


These words they understood and the disciples followed their lord willingly.  They too liked to pray in the silent olive groves on the outskirts of the great city.


But one disciple was missing.  One man’s devotion to the prince had gradually changed to hatred when he realised that the prince had no use for wealth or worldly power and lived only to win subjects for His Kingdom of Love.  The false disciple had no intention of working for an invisible kingdom.  He would reaffirm his old allegiance to the wealthy, powerful religious leaders who ministered at the great temple.  They would not be slow to show their appreciation to the man who told them where to find the prince away from crowds of supporters.


“Bring weapons,” he told them.  “His friends are few but they would die rather than let him fall into your hands.”


The princess was in great distress.  She knew that her son had gone to spend the night in prayer but her own thoughts could not pierce the darkness to speak to the Most High in His far-away Kingdom.


Frightening visions swirled in her head: rough soldiers were seizing the prince and scattering his friends as easily as a flock of timid sparrows; her son, a prisoner, stood in front of the temple authorities and was being questioned harshly and contemptuously.


She fell to her knees and covered her eyes but the images continued.  Soldiers were striking her son, forcing him to his knees, mocking his pretended identity, and whipping him until  blood streamed down his fair skin.


When she lost consciousness, she knew even as the black mountain fell upon her that this was no nightmare but a revelation of what was happening to her beloved son.


A tender touch brought her back to reality.


The prince’s best friend was beside her and the tears in his eyes told her that there was no need for them to speak of what was happening.


 “I  have come to take you to him.”


 “Where is he?”


“They are leading him to the top of the hill overlooking the city.  They intend to impale him there.”


Only criminals are put to death there.  And those who love too much …

Sand stuck in her hour glass then, turned to black ice through which the princess was drawn inexorably from nightmare to nightmare: she glimpsed her son wounded almost beyond recognition; heard roars of hatred from a crowd incited by the spirit of evil; saw the prince nailed to a heavy beam of wood and lifted high for all to see…  Time refused to move as her gentle son died in agony she could neither bear nor alleviate.


He was the Prince of Light.  It was impossible that his light should ever be extinguished.  And yet they had both known that people do not believe in riches that are offered freely.  Someone had to pay the highest price to prove their worth.


“Father, I have done all you asked,” the prince cried, and at that moment his soul withdrew from the princess and her own was pieced with a sword.


The ground trembled violently, thunder crashed, a tornado tore across the hill like an avenging arrow.  People screamed and fell and  trampled each other in terror, but the princess stayed upright, holding onto the piece of wood on which her son had died.  She would never leave him, would never have to, for surely she  had died with him …  Yet she could no longer read the thoughts of his heart and her plea rose directly to the King in his faraway Kingdom.


“Has he returned to you now?  May I come too?  There is nothing here for me now.”


Friends of the prince supported her compassionately when they buried him in a nearby cave but drew her away when she pleaded to be left with his shrouded body.


“Death cannot hold him.  I want to be there when he comes back to me.”


But they shut her out of the tomb and took her with them she knew not where.

  All she knew was that the prince was dead and their Father seemed to be deaf and invisible behind the solid black vault of the sky.  No stars shone tonight.  She thought of the sky diamonds that had blazed in the heavens on the night of her son’s birth and her heart broke.


This was her last and greatest sorrow.

*********


No sleep.  No food.  No strength.   No peace.   Each moment an hour.  Each hour an eternity.  People came to her, pleaded with her, but she did not hear their words.  She lay on the floor, waiting for death.


And then, one day, sudden dazzling light.


“Mother!”


She looked up.  Her son, the Prince of Life, was before her, holding out his arms to her.


She knelt but he took her hands and pulled her to her feet.


“It’s all over.  No more tears.  Nothing but joy now!”


She saw him through a shimmering rainbow but then she felt his warmth and realised that he was truly alive again.

  As she rested her head against his strong shoulder, he kissed her hair.

  “I promise you that you will never be alone again.”


The light returned to the princess’ heart then and her spirit soared as rapturously as a skylark ascending the heights.


In the days that followed all those who saw the princess believed that they had glimpsed an angel. His friends understood her radiance for they too had had their minds stretched beyond what was possible.  When had dead men ever become alive again?


But the prince, no longer restricted by the limitations of this fallen world which he had now redeemed, was here, there, and everywhere, rewarding those who had never stopped believing in him.  Even a  fleeting glimpse of his transfigured body bestowed such joy that those so honoured lived the rest of their lives in unshakeable contentment.


The princess knew that her son would not remain in this world much longer.  His mission had been completed.


“And I?” she asked him.  “Is it my time too?  Shall we go to the Kingdom of Light together?”


“You must stay here a little longer.  When my kingdom is fully established in this world, I will send my angels to bring you to me.”


The princess bowed but her son raised her to her feet and kissed her tenderly.


“Remember, I shall always be with you.”


And when, some days later, the prince summoned all his faithful followers and led them to the hill overlooking the capital city, the princess knew that the time had come.


A brilliant light drew him up into the air, and although dazzled eyes watched and continued to search  the heavens even after he had disappeared, he had vanished as surely as a rainbow when a shower is over.


The prince’s friends turned to the princess for guidance and her serenity gave them the courage to wait for the spirit of love that the prince had promised to send to them.

  One evening, when they were listening to her, she told them: “He will come at dawn.”


Even so, the powerful wind took them by surprise, and the flames that blazed without burning sent them onto their knees in terror.


But the princess  smiled and lifted her arms in welcome to the Spirit of Love who had owned her heart from the first moment of her existence.  Her face was alight under the crown of fire that encircled her blazing hair while her closed eyes gazed with rapture at visions of her lost kingdom.


When she next became aware of her surroundings, she heard excited voices in the street outside.  She went to the window and saw that her son’s disciples  were speaking to all the people who had come running at the sound of the wind and the sight of the globe of light entering the house on the hill.  Baptised with love, his friends were at last sharing with others the life-giving truths that had been revealed to them.


She herself was still filled with the fire of heaven and it was difficult to contain her joy for the Spirit of Love had promised to stay with her throughout the remaining days of her exile from the Kingdom of Light.


And so the princess made herself a place of seclusion where she dwelt alone with her memories, her soul more in Heaven than on earth.  The prince’s friends came to her for advice and comfort and she received them lovingly.  And, when she sent them on their way, they felt that they had once again been in the presence of their prince.


His best friend, the youngest, cared for her as though she were an angel.  He understood her identity as no one else did and he guarded her with his life.


One day she stood beside him.

  “It is time.”


His heart turned to ice for he understood and did not want to believe her.


Yet he could not doubt that the Most High was reaching down from his kingdom to reclaim His daughter, for the princess was shining like a star and light rays were shooting from her like sparks from a blazing torch.


Even as he watched, her soul soared away leaving her body lying on her couch,  a shell of wondrous beauty where a princess had once dwelt.


Dazed, the young man gathered flowers and arranged them around her angelic face.  He knelt beside the couch, praying and waiting, for his spirit told him that this world could not retain even the outward form of she who had been the embodiment of perfection.


He kept vigil hour after hour, unaware of sunset and sunrise, until finally he slept and dreamt that the princess had been taken from him.


He awoke with a start, saw that the couch was empty, and rushed outside.  He looked into the sky and saw his princess flying ever upwards into golden clouds that parted before her in shining welcome.


And so the princess came home.


Angels sang exultant homage but she saw no-one but her son the Prince as he led her to the throne of the Most High King.


She knelt and He placed a crown of shining stars upon her head.


“Thank you, my beloved daughter.  Arise and take your throne.”


And so the princess became Queen of the Kingdom of Light and she reigns there still. 

 But when her children call to her from the land of her exile she remembers, and showers blessing upon blessing upon them.
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