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Characters (in order of appearance)

· Mary

· Joseph

· Voice from offstage
· Jacob - shepherd
· John - shepherd
· Simeon - shepherd
· Angel
· Rachel, owner of inn
Scene 1:   The home of Mary and Joseph in Nazareth
(Mary sits sewing and humming a tune, then goes to window and looks out over village)

Mary
How peaceful it is in the village of Nazareth, tucked away among the green hills, with little white houses gleaming in the sunshine.  (She turns as footsteps are heard, and Joseph comes in)   Joseph, why are you back so early?  Is anything the matter? 
Joseph
Nothing serious, dear.  Merely inconvenient.  Sewing again - when you should be resting?

Mary
There is so little time left now, Joseph, before the baby is born.
Joseph
That is what worries me.  (Sits down)   Just after breakfast old Benjamin came into the workshop to say that large notices have been posted in the village by the Romans.  All the people in the land have to be counted - and you know what that means: more taxation.  Caesar Augustus lives in luxury in Rome, and luxury costs money, so we have to pay.  We shall need all I can earn from now on, and trade isn’t as brisk as it was.
Mary
We can manage, Joseph.  We may not be blessed with worldly possessions, but think how rich we are.  (Comes and sits down)   We are the richest family on earth, chosen by God to bear His Son.  Even after nearly nine months I cannot get used to the idea, and it frightens me.

Voice from offstage
Fear not, Mary.  For thou hast found favour with God.  The Holy Spirit shall come upon thee and thou shalt bring forth a son and call his 
name Jesus.  He shall be the Son of God. 
Joseph
It frightens me too, Mary, and I should be comforting you.

Voice from offstage
Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife for the Holy Spirit has come upon her.  She shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Jesus, for he shall save his people from their sins.
Joseph
But this census means that as descendants of David we shall have to register at Bethlehem right away.  Roman Emperor or no Roman Emperor, Mary, you can’t possibly undertake the journey at this stage.  That is quite obvious.  I’ll have to go and join the queue at the Appeal Office and state your case.  Who can I get to stay with you, for you can’t possibly be left on your own?
Mary
I must come with you, Joseph.

Joseph
Now be sensible, dear.  You know how long and rough the roads to Bethlehem are.  They will be crowded too, and dusty.  The journey will take nearly four days, and it will be cold in the nights.  It would be 
dreadful if you were to catch a chill now.  You can’t possibly go, Mary, and the sooner I get to the Appeal Office the better. 
Mary
Joseph, I must go.  This may be for a purpose.

Voice from offstage
But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is 
to be ruler in Israel.
Joseph
You think …..  I still don’t like it, Mary, but if this is God’s will ….. 
We’ll have to set off at dawn tomorrow, then, if you feel you really should come too.  Have we plenty of food in the house?

Mary
Plenty, dear, and tonight I’ll bake some fresh bread.  I’ll go and rest now, Joseph, for I feel rather tired.
Joseph
And, Mary, stay there until I return, for you will need all the strength you possess for the days ahead.  Now I must go back to the workshop and finish off that table for the Rabbi.  Have a sleep if you can, dear.
(Mary goes into adjoining room) 
Joseph
I shall have to make the saddle as soft and comfortable as possible, and insist that Mary rides the whole way.  We’ll need plenty of blankets, and I’ll pack that sheepskin rug for the nights. 
Oh, why did this have to happen now, of all times! 
And yet, if it be Thy will, what little faith I have, Father.  You sent your angel to me in a dream.  You chose me, a humble carpenter, to look after the Mother of the Saviour, and, shortly, the Saviour Himself. 
Here am I, wasting time, when I should be working and when I should be remembering the words of David: 
"In thee, 0 Lord, do I put my trust
Let me NEVER be put to confusion".

(Joseph goes out)
Scene 2:   On the hills around Bethlehem
(Two shepherds, Jacob and John, together with Simeon, arrive at a sheltered place)

Jacob
There is a cranny in the rock just here.  We shall be sheltered for the night.  Are all the sheep accounted for?
John
Yes, Jacob, and it is quiet everywhere.  We can settle down to a peaceful few hours, I think.  It’s much lighter than usual so I don’t suppose we’ll be troubled with thieves or wild animals.  Yet, I feel strangely restless, as though something is going to happen.  I’m not sorry it is our turn to keep watch tonight.  Have one of these dried figs.  They are simply delicious.

Jacob
No thank you.  You eat them.  I have a supply in here but I’m not hungry just yet.  Ah, it is good to be out here.  What a lovely evening it has been. When the sun was setting, the sky was crimson and gold - more beautiful than I ever remember.
Simeon
You are young, John, with years ahead of you.  I am old.  It worries me that you often seem to crave for greater excitement than a shepherd’s life can offer.  Never let yourself be persuaded to go into the cities in search of more money.  Cities are man-made, crowded and corrupt; but God made the sky and these pastures.  The Divine glory is reflected on our hills.  Just look at that star.  It was bright last night, but now it looks like the King of Stars.

John
It is wonderful.  It must have been a night like this when David said: "When I consider Thy heavens, the work of Thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which Thou hast ordained: what is man, that Thou are mindful of him?"
Jacob
Simeon, I wish that star could always be as bright.  The moon is pale in comparison.  I never did like the darkness which sometimes seems so intense out here.  When the camp fires die out, very often you can’t see a thing for miles around, or hear a sound.
Simeon
You must have greater faith.  We don’t need light when the good Lord watches over us.  "Thy word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path", said the Psalmist.
John
"The Lord is my light and my salvation: Whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the strength of my life:  Of whom shall I be afraid?"
Simeon
Good - very good, my son.  Your quotations are getting far more accurate. There are wonderful words of wisdom and comfort in the Psalms.  Search the scriptures on your way through life, John, and let your faith be unshakable.  "Thy testimonies have I taken for an heritage for ever, for they are the rejoicing of my heart.  0 how love I thy law!  It is my meditation all the day."
Fill your mind with these things, and you will not have room for idle thoughts.

Jacob
The prophet Isaiah is a wonderful guide to the future as well.  He spoke in mysteries which time will unravel.  It was he who said, "For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder".  The Messiah the prophet was speaking of, the Promised One of Israel.  Who will He be?  When will He come?  What will He be like?  We cannot answer these questions, but He will come.  He will come.
John
Then we shall have a good King on the throne.  One who will rule in righteousness, not like Herod.  Old Herod is evil, easily led, crafty.  I can't find a good word for him, nor can many others.  He has no principles.  He cares neither for man nor God.  The Romans are his gods, for he owes his throne to them. Why should we tolerate such a man?  Why doesn't someone poison him?
Simeon
John, John.  Sh..... it isn't safe, even out on these hills, to express your anger and contempt so forcibly.  And how often have I to remind you, "Vengeance is mine: I will repay, saith the Lord".  God is working out His purpose perhaps even through Herod.

Jacob
Talking about Herod - when I passed through Bethlehem tonight, and what crowds there are in the city, I learned that Herod is very put out.  It seems that certain rulers from the East called on him today.
Simeon
That should have pleased him!  But this means that you have been gossiping again!

John
Ah, but that is only half the story.  Do have one of these figs while there are some left. 
When these rulers arrived, what do you think they enquired of Herod?  "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."  Star, Simeon!  I didn’t think of it before, but do you suppose there is any connection with this magnificent 
heavenly body which seems to be getting brighter all the time?
Simeon
"Where is he that is born King of the Jews?"  Go on with the story, John.  What else did you hear?
John
These rulers are very interested in the stars.  They told Herod that when a new one appears it means that an important child is to be born.  When the star is unusually large and bright, then the child is of royal blood.  Certain features of this particular star led them to believe that the birth is connected with the Jewish Nation.  So, they followed the star to our country, and quite naturally called at the palace in Jerusalem thinking that would be the most likely place.

Jacob
Herod was livid when he knew the reason for their visit.  He went about shouting that he is the only King of the Jews.  When he enquired of the Chief Priest where the Christ is to be born, they told him in Bethlehem of Judaea, so Herod instructed the rulers to search diligently for the babe, and bring word if they found him so that he could worship him too.

Simeon
He’d kill him first!  Of course, this may be eastern superstition; on the other hand we could be on the eve of the greatest event in the history of mankind.  It has to happen one day, why not now?

John
Is it my imagination, or has the star moved while we’ve been sitting here?  Look, Jacob, it's almost directly overhead now.  The whole hill is illuminated and, yes, surely that’s Rachel’s Inn standing out so clearly.  Isn't that strange!  Why, it’s getting lighter ….. Jacob ….. Simeon …..

(Shepherds fall on knees in fear as Angel appears) 

Angel
Fear not.  For, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a saviour, which is Christ the Lord.  And this shall be a sign unto you:  Ye shall find the babe, wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.

(Angelic voices praise God and sing.  Angel disappears)
John
The angel has gone.  Let us hurry, oh let us hurry, Simeon and Jacob, and find the Holy Babe.
Shepherds
"For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a saviour, which is Christ the Lord."

(Move away to follow star)
Scene 3:   The stable at Bethlehem
(Mary nurses babe, humming a cradle song)
Voice from offstage
Thou shalt call his name Jesus.  He shall be great, and shall be called the son of the Highest.  The Lord God shall give unto him the throne of his father David, and he shall reign over the house of Jacob for ever: and of His Kingdom there shall be no end.
Mary
Sweet baby Jesus - born in a manger and yet born to be King.  Help me, Father, to understand …..

(Rachel comes in quietly)
Rachel
How are you now, dear?  It grieves me to think of you out here like this, in a corner of a stable.  This is no place for a child to be born, but there’s not a room to spare in Bethlehem - I’ve even given up my own bed!   My courtyard is so full of donkeys and camels that it is difficult to squeeze through.
Mary
Don’t worry, Rachel.  It was good of you to take us in.  The straw is warm and we have a roof over our heads.
Joseph
Yes indeed, Rachel.  What should we have done but for your kindness!  Mary was too weary to journey any farther.  Even the donkey was stumbling, so long had we been going from inn to inn, and from door to door.

Rachel
And you, sir, must have been very weary too, but you had no thought for yourself.  You have a good husband, dear, and now a beautiful baby son.   Jesus is a lovely name.  If the child had been a girl, what would you have called her?
(Mary and Joseph exchange glances, and nod)

Joseph
We knew that we should have a son, Rachel.  You have been so kind, we’ll tell you just a little of the story.  Jesus is no ordinary babe.  He is the Promised One of Israel.  Mary was chosen by God to bear His Son.
(Rachel gets up anxiously, and backs away)
Rachel
The Son of God!
Voice from without
Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.

Rachel
I knew there was something strange in here.  The light of that star is divine, and in my humble stable the Holy Child has been born.

Joseph
(Takes Rachel’s arm and leads her back to the child.  Rachel falls on her knees before him)   Rachel, Rachel, fear not.  You have given shelter to the Saviour and his mother.

(Noise from outside as Shepherds come in.  They stand, take in the manger scene, and point to the child)

Simeon
"Ye shall find the babe, wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger."
John
We were out on the hills watching over our flocks when an angel appeared to us.  The glory of the Lord shone round about and we were sore afraid.

Simeon
“Fear not”, the angel said.

Angel
(Appearing)   For, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a saviour, which is Christ the Lord.

Simeon
It was as though the whole heavens burst into song.  A multitude of the heavenly host praised God and said …

Angel
Glory to God in the highest and on earth, peace, goodwill toward men.

John
We knew the child must have been born in Rachel’s Inn, for the star is right overhead.  Those eastern rulers who called on Herod will have no difficulty in finding the Messiah when they get to Bethlehem.

Mary
(Frightened)   Herod!  He must not know.

Joseph
Fear not, Mary.  The God of Israel, whose son lies in your arms, will not be overcome by an earthly king.  This is too great a thing for the human mind to grasp but …


"Unto us a child is born and one day he shall reign over the house of Jacob for ever.  And of his kingdom there shall be no end."
THE END
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