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Fr Jason Antiquera is a Filipino Columban missionary artist working in Korea. Through his art 
ministry he shares Gospel joy and helps people to connect with God. Here he shares some 
insights into the Nativity as depicted in his painting of the fi rst Christmas on this issue’s cover.  

Wishing all our readers, families and supporters
a very happy and peaceful Christmas!
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                                  editorial   

T his painting of the birth of Jesus 
originated as a black-and-white digital 
artwork created on an iPhone. The 

digital piece became a reference for a larger 
canvas painting.

The painting features the Holy Family—
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph—set against a starry 
night backdrop. Mary is portrayed lying on 
her back, physically weak and exhausted 
after giving birth, emphasising her humanity 
and the realities of motherhood. Cradling her 
newborn, she entrusts the baby to Joseph, 
who warmly and openly embraces the child.

In this portrayal, I highlight Joseph not 
just as provider and protector, but as a 
nurturing, compassionate father—diverging 
from the typical stoic depictions in religious 
art. His affectionate gesture expresses quiet 
acceptance and deep love, embracing his 
role as father despite knowing Jesus is not 
his biological son.

In this reimagined portrayal of the 

Nativity I invite viewers to refl ect not only 
on the divine but also on the deeply human 
aspects of the Holy Family, celebrating the 
tenderness, love, shared wonder and the 
extraordinary roles each member of the Holy 
Family played in this sacred moment.

The bluish night sky draws inspiration from 
Van Gogh’s luminous palette, capturing the 
depth and wonder of the moment. 

Unlike traditional depictions of the Nativity, 
which feature a single, prominent Christmas 
star, this sky is fi lled with constellations. 
Among them is a particularly bright and 
spectacular star with a tail streaking across 
the heavens, resembling a comet—an 
interpretation inspired by Giotto’s ‘Adoration 
of the Magi’ and the longstanding idea of the 
Star of Bethlehem as a celestial marvel. 

The vibrant night sky enhances the sense 
of awe, marking the miraculous birth of the 
Saviour in a way that feels both celestial and 
grounded in human experience. •
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“While they 
were there, the 

time came for the 
baby to be born, 

and she gave birth 
to her fi rstborn, a 
son. She wrapped 
him in cloths and 
placed him in a 

manger, because 
there was no guest 
room available for 

them.”
Luke 2:6-7 
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“A Spiritual 
Grandpa”

Every year, Fr Barry Cairns has a few 
reasons to celebrate during the 
month of December. On the 4th of 

the month, he celebrates his birthday – 
this year his 94th. Then, on the evening of 
the 24th, he celebrates the birth of Jesus 
with his parishioners – in recent years with 
the community of Shin-Koyasu church 
where he continues his ministry. However, 
between these two major celebrations is 
a third – Fr Barry’s ordination anniversary, 
and this year he will celebrate 70 years of 
Columban missionary priesthood on the 
18th of December. 

A native of Lower Hutt, New Zealand, 
Barry joined the Columban seminary after 
high school. Seven years later, plus a 31-
day journey by sea from Australia to Japan, 
he began his missionary adventures – which 
continue up to this day! As everyone who 

knows Fr Barry personally 
can testify, and as countless 
readers of the Far East
magazine can verify from 
the numerous articles 
he has written over the 
years, he maintains a deep 
curiosity about everything 
Japanese. Moreover, thanks 
to his inquisitive mind, not 
only does Japan remain a 
source of fascination for him, 
but so also does the gospel 
message as he continually 
seeks fresh insights from his 
prayer, reading and refl ection 
on Jesus’ life, teaching and 
ministry. 

As a Columban seminarian in 
Japan in the early 1990s, I recall 
Fr Barry leading a retreat that 

had as its theme, ‘God chooses the weak’. 
During the course of that week, he not only 
encouraged us to pray with passages from 
the Bible which emphasised that limitations 
and weaknesses are blessings in disguise, 
but he also told us about how he had come 
to see God at work in his own struggles and 
suffering. 

After his ordination, he felt less than 
enthusiastic about his assignment to 
Japan, since he had struggled with Latin 
in secondary school and was fearful that 
the Japanese language would be even 
more diffi cult. Over time, however, he 
did learn Japanese and came to feel at 
home in Japan. What a shock it was for 
him when, after eleven years of missionary 
activity, he was struck down with beriberi 
which necessitated a nine month stay in 
hospital, followed by a prolonged period 
of recuperation back home. It was a period 
not only of intense physical suffering, but 
also of emotional and spiritual anguish. 

Only after a prolonged period of soul 
searching did he come to the realisation 
that God was telling him “my power is made 
perfect in weakness” and then he grasped 
what St Paul meant when he wrote, “that is 
why I delight in weaknesses... hardships... 
diffi culties. For when I am weak, then I am 
strong” (2 Cor, 12:9-12). 

After his recovery, Fr Barry was assigned 
to the Columban seminary in Sydney 
for thirteen years. While he enjoyed 
the stimulation of engaging with young 
people’s questions and concerns, as 

                                  Japan   

01. 94-year-old Columban 
Missionary Fr Barry Cairns tends 

his garden in the Diocese of 
Yokohama. All photos: courtesy 

Fr Barry Cairns. 
02. Fr Barry in the early years of his 

ministry in Japan. 
03. ‘Santa’ visits some of the 

younger members of the 
community of Shin-Koyasu 

church. 
04. Welcoming new members 

to the parish following their 
baptism. 

Fr Tim Mulroy pays tribute 
to Columban Missionary 
Fr Barry Cairns who 
celebrates 70 years of 
priesthood this month. 
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Fr Malachy and I celebrate 70 years of priesthood this year; we 
were also classmates in Japanese language school in preparation 
for mission in Japan. Malachy is also my friend. I stayed with his 

mother, sisters and brother in Armagh and I still wear the lovely Aran 
jumper they gave me.

Mal was coordinator for the Lay Missionaries in Japan. His apostolate 
in Japan was teaching people to pray. He helped through his 
publications ‘Discoveries in Prayer’, ‘Praying with Scripture’, ‘Luke 
Helping Us to Listen in Prayer’ and ‘Resurrection Gifts’. (All available 
on the website www.columban.ie) 

In 1964 he was pastor of a remote village called 
Ryujin. There he made what would now be called a 
solar panel. On his roof he put a shallow box lined 
with aluminium foil. Water was fed into it and down 
to the shower below via a hose. The fi rst time I used 
it I burned the skin off my shoulders! Mal was one of 
the group of six of us called ‘The painting padres’. We 
painted the roofs of our rectories in the district 
of Wakayama. 

In 1957 Mal helped me with my fi rst 
article for the Far East. It was about a boy 
whose pet goldfi sh was sick. He put it 
into the church’s holy water font to get 
better! The article was reprinted in 
‘Ireland’s Own’ magazine, I think! •

each year passed his dream of returning to 
mission in Japan seemed to become more 
remote. However, to his surprise and delight, 
after a sixteen-year gap, he was re-assigned 
to Japan, even though he then had to deal 
with the many challenges that such a major 
transition entailed. 

Back in Japan, Fr Barry came to the 
realisation that his experience of the 
Columban seminary in Australia had 
equipped him to support seminarians and 
young priests in his mission. Therefore, he 
arranged with the local seminary in Japan for 
a seminarian to stay in his rectory and join 
in various parish activities every weekend 
throughout the academic year. Fr Takeshi 
Miyauchi was one of those seminarians 
who came to know Fr Barry and experience 
parish life alongside him in Hodogaya church 
during weekends from 2006 to 2008. 

Almost twenty years later, he continues to 
value that experience and relationship. On 
the occasion of Fr Barry’s 70th anniversary 
of priesthood, he writes, “Recently, I have 
been visiting Shin-Koyasu church once a 
month, spending time with Fr Barry. It’s 
rather embarrassing to admit, but initially I 
thought I was visiting for his sake. However, 
as the visits continued, I came to realise that 
these visits were less for his sake and more 
for my own. Seeing his radiant face and 
receiving his words fi lled with compassion, 
encouragement and gentleness has become 
a tremendous source of support for me. He’s 
like a spiritual grandpa to me.” 

This December, as Fr Barry responds to 
the good wishes of so many people who, 
like Fr Miyauchi, have experienced God’s 
guidance, kindness and care through his 
ministry during these past 70 years, he will 
have no hesitation in drawing on these 
words of St Paul: “To God, who by the power 
at work within us is able to accomplish 
far more than we can ask or imagine, to 
him be glory....” (Eph. 3:20-21). Yes, the 
70th anniversary of his ordination, his 94th

birthday, and Christmas, are three great 
reasons for Fr Barry to celebrate God’s 
astounding generosity during the month of 
December this year. •
Originally from Meelick, Swinford, Co Mayo, 
Fr Tim Mulroy was Regional Director in the US 
between 2012-2018. He previously worked in 
parish ministry in Japan and in El Paso, Texas. A 
former Columban Superior General he is now 
based in Britain.
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FR BARRY PAYS TRIBUTE TO
FR MALACHY HANRATTY


