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Chapter One

The Littlest Inn Keeper

The dog barked and mother spoke without looking up from her cooking, “Son, go see who’s coming.  If they’re looking for a room, tell them we’ve been full for three days.  The last I heard, they’ll have to go 5 miles south to Tekoa.”

Jonathan jumped down from the stool where he’d been washing dishes and ran for the front door of the Inn.  Not only was he glad for some relief from washing dishes, but he liked to talk to the strangers who came to the Inn.  It made him feel important and it was fun to find out where they were from.  He burst through the door and ran to open the gate.  As he pushed it open, a young couple was just arriving.  “Shalom”, said Jonathan, trying to sound as much like his father as his eight year old voice would allow.

“Shalom”, said the young man.  “My wife and I are in great need of a room. Is your father here?”

Jonathan stood up straight to give his three foot frame as much authority as he could muster.  “My father is very busy, but I can tell you we have had no rooms for a long time.  I don’t think there have ever been so many people in Bethlehem.  I have heard that there are still rooms in Tekoa.  That’s about five miles down that road.”  Jonathan pointed down the road with great confidence even though he really wasn’t sure how to get to Tekoa.

“Oh my Joseph, I can’t make it that far!  Surly there’s someplace close by.  There just has to be.”  As the young man turned toward his wife, Jonathan’s looked at the pretty young lady on the small donkey.  He stared at her with wide eyes as only innocent little boys do.  She had a very big belly. Jonathan had a baby brother, so he knew what that meant.  Her face was pretty but she seemed tired or maybe even sick.

The young man stepped to her and placed his hand on her shoulder, “Every place we’ve passed all day has had many travelers.  I don’t doubt that what the boy says is true.  There may not even be places in Tekoa by now!  The Lord will show us the place, and I’m sure it’s not far.”  Then he stepped back to Jonathan and squatted down so that he was looking him straight in the eye.  “Surly there’s some place near by where my wife and I could spend the night.  Perhaps you have a friend whose parents have an extra room.”  The young man leaned toward Jonathan and said softly as if sharing a great secret, “You see, I think she’s going to have a baby very very soon.  Do you know of any place we might stay?”

Jonathan’s heart began to race!  His eyes went back and forth from the young man to the pretty pregnant lady on the donkey.  They were both looking intently at him as if they really expected him to solve their problem.  He didn’t know what to do, or what to say.  His mother and father were so busy with all the guests in the Inn and he knew there was no unoccupied space.  There were even some men sleeping in the dinning room at night.  He thought about his friends, they all had out of town company staying with them too.

He looked at the young lady, she seemed so nice, he so desperately wanted to do something but could think of nothing to say.  “That’s OK” she said.  Her voice was calm and filled with kindness.  “You have been very helpful.  Don’t you worry now. The Lord will help us find just the right place.  Now Joseph, we had better move quickly.”  

The young man stood and patted Jonathan on the back.  “You’re a fine young man. Maybe we’ll see you again soon.”  With that he turned and took the rains of the donkey and began to lead it down the road.

Jonathan felt sad as he watched them leave.  He ran after them.  “Sir”, he called as he caught up to them, “I’m not really sure that is the way to Tekoa, but I think it is”.

“That’s OK.  We really need to find someplace closer anyway.”  Jonathan stopped and watched again as the seconds widened the distance between him and these two kind people he so desperately wanted to help.  Where would they go?  Where would they find a soft bed for the pretty lady that was about to have a baby?  He felt sorry for them.  

His thoughts turned to babies as he stood in the road watching the two figures shrink in the distance.  He didn’t know much about ladies having babies, but he was pretty sure they didn’t do it while ridding on donkeys.  How did mothers have babies?  When his little brother was born, he’d been spending the night at his aunt’s house so he had no idea how they went about it.  But he had seen a baby lamb born last spring.  He had been playing with the shepherd boys and one of the boy’s father let them watch when the lamb was born.  He had thought it was gross.  He remembered how they had laughed at the lamb trying to stand to its feet for the first time.  And then they clapped and cheered when it finally stood up.

The picture was still vivid in his mind.  He could see the lamb standing there all wet and wobbly.  He could smell the earthy aroma of fresh hay and the newborn lamb.  He could see the mother sheep laying there on the soft fresh hay as the shepherd petted and spoke softly to her.  He could remember the feeling of the peaceful shepherd’s cave where he had witnessed the amazing event.

The Shepherd’s Cave.  That was it!  His little legs began to churn as he ran down the road in the direction the young couple had gone.  “Hey, wait.” he yelled as he ran.  Soon they heard his calls and stopped.  He could hardly speak when he finally caught up with them.  As he caught his breath he began to doubt the idea that had seemed so wonderful just a minute before.  They were looking at him so hopefully, he was afraid they would think he was stupid.

The young man spoke first, “Yes young Inn Keeper.  Do you have some good news for us?”  

“Well, I was thinking.”  Jonathan began.  I saw a lamb get born last spring.  It was in the Shepherd’s Cave.  It’s a really neat place and there was lots of hay that the mother sheep was laying on.  The Shepherd’s aren’t using it right now because they’re camping in the hills.  It belongs to my friend’s Daddy and he’s real nice.  I bet he would be glad for you to stay there.”  The words were spilling out of his mouth so rapidly that it was hard to understand what he was saying, but they got the idea.  

They looked at each other.  Joseph reached for his wife’s hand.  “Mary.” he said, “Maybe we should go look at it.  Some shepherds keep their sheep stalls as clean as their houses.”  

“Oh, he keeps it real nice; he raises the lambs for the temple. You know, the ones that have to be perfect and all.” 

Mary’s heart skipped a beat. “I think that’s it Joseph.”  Her hand was gripping his very tightly and the other hand was holding her oversized tummy.  
She looked so tired.  It brought great pain to Joseph’s  heart to think of his precious wife spending the night in a barn, but he turned back to Jonathan.  “How far is it?”

“Right there. Look, you can almost see it from here.”  Jonathan’s little finger pointed toward a hillside about a half mile from the road.  “It’s on the other side of that hill.”

“Well it won’t take long to go look at it.”  Joseph. said and turned the donkey in that direction,  “Lead the way my young Inn Keeper.”  

Jonathan started out across the fields in the direction that he had pointed.  As they came around the hill that he had first pointed to, the lad pointed down the valley another half mile and said with enthusiasm, “There it is!”  There was no cave visible from here but some kind of structure was there about two thirds of the way up the side of the hill.  It was at the base of a small cliff.  Spreading down the side of the hill from the structure were low rock fences sectioning off several corals.

As he walked, Jonathan was full of questions; “Where were they from, how far had they come, how long did it take, how big a town was it, did they have any children?  After satisfying his curiosity, he began to tell them in graphic detail about the birth of the lamb he’d witnessed last spring.  This play by play description of the birth process by an eight year old boy was not helpful to Mary’s all ready unstable stomach.

In a few minutes they were walking between the low rock walls.  Neatly raked corals were on either side.  The walls were about hip high and made from whitish tan limestone gathered from the surrounding fields.  There was no mortar between the stones, but they were skillfully stacked together so that they had stayed in place for a long time.  The effects of many decades of weather had caused them to have a natural look.  They followed the natural curves of the land and gave a very pleasant feel to the path leading between them.

Jonathan instinctively jumped on the first wall he came to and walked the rest of the way on it’s top.  The shepherds tell us not to play on the walls because we knock the rocks off, but they walk on them too when there are lots of sheep.  They don’t want to step in the sheep poop.  Joseph had to smile as he looked at the redness in Mary’s cheeks.  Jonathan didn’t notice and kept speaking every thought that came in his mind without hesitation or forethought.

The path was a rich mixture of the gravely Judean soil and the residue of decades of sheep dung.  The path and corals were actually much cleaner that one might expect.  Shepherds new the value of sheep dung and kept it swept up regularly.  Somewhere away from the stable area there would be a big pile of it.  It was like money in the bank for a shepherd.  There was all ways a farmer willing to trade produce for fertilizer.

The corals each had one opening in the fence that opened to the main path but there was no gate on any of them.  Joseph knew that the shepherds would close these openings with whatever was handy but would often sleep with their body across the opening so as to become a living door to the sheep fold.

Soon they arrived at the entrance to a small stable built under an overhanging rocky ledge.  It was well used but looked to be in good repair.  Growing out of the rocky ledges above and to the sides were cedar trees and wild shrubs.  In front of the stable was a giant cedar tree.  Joseph noticed that the limbs were worn slick near the trunk as far up as he could see from children climbing in the great tree.  

He could imagine that from the top of that tree, a kid could probably see snowcapped Mt. Herman to the north.  Maybe he would climb it himself if the occasion were different.  Another rock fence separated the stable from the path and corals and surrounded the area where the tree was.  Unlike the other walls this one had a gate.  This area was for shepherds, not sheep.  Joseph could imagine the shepherds sitting around on the wall in the shade of the giant cedar, laughing and visiting while the sheep were safe in the folds.

As Joseph stopped near the gate, he took a deep breath.  It was not the fowl smell one might expect.  The sheep had been gone for weeks, the whole area was swept clean, and the huge cedar tree blanked the area with its tangy sweet aroma.  He let his eyes room up the tree.  It reminded him of his childhood in Nazareth.  Life was so simple then.  How did it get so complicated?  In his wildest dreams, could he ever have imagined himself in this circumstance?  

All of his life he had been taught that the Messiah was coming someday to be their savior.  Could this be the place where The Messiah would be born?  His eyes moved from the great tree, to the hills beyond.  In front of the stable and corals, the hill sloped down three or four hundred feet into a shallow valley.  This valley drifted down to a bigger one and so on it went.  The hills rolled into the horizon and the blue sky seemed to hover over the beautiful scene.  Well, maybe this wasn’t such a bad place after all.  He didn’t really like crowded Inns anyway.  Maybe the Heavenly Father didn’t like them either.

“It’s great big inside.” said Jonathan running through the gate.  “It’s really a cave with a front built on it.  It’s really neat!  We play here all the time.”  

Jonathan was in high gear with excitement by now.  He marched to the door of the little structure, unlatched it and swung it open with the flare of a king welcoming guests to his palace.  “Well here it is, isn’t it great!?”

Joseph still stood by his donkey looking toward the darkness beyond the open door.  Then he looked back at Mary.  She was all ready reaching for him to help her off the donkey.  “Don’t you want me to go inside and see if it is OK first?”

As she settled heavily to the ground, she looked up into his eyes, put her hand on the side of his face and said, “My hero, Joseph of Nazareth, you go in that dark cave and drive out all the dragons and bears because God has chosen this place for his son to be born... and I think it’s going to be tonight!”

“It belongs to Mr. Benjamin, he’s my friend’s father.”  Jonathan was still speaking from the open door of the stable, but Joseph was not hearing him, he was lost in the words his wife had just spoken.  “He’s not hear” Jonathan continued, unaware that his words were falling on deaf ears, “the shepherds have all gone camping in the hills so the sheep can be close to the fields...  Come on!”  He said loudly, “don’t you want to see it?”

“Oh yes” said Joseph as he continued looking deeply into his wives eyes, “I’m coming.”  Before turning to investigate the cave, he hugged her gently but closely and said with a twinkle in his eye, “Excuse me my fare queen, I must go slay the dragons and bears.”

Chapter Two

The Little Angel

Joseph left Mary standing by the donkey and walked to the stable.  Jonathan had all ready disappeared into the darkness beyond the door.  Joseph could hear him doing something inside.  In a moment an opening appeared in the side of the stable as Jonathan pushed back the shutters of a window a few feet from the door.  His grinning face poked through and he said, “Hi there,” he poked his arms through and spread them wide, “welcome to my Inn!”

Mary and Joseph laughed, and Joseph said, “Thank you kind Inn Keeper, may I see your rooms?”  

“Oh certainly, nothing but the best for my guests.”  said Jonathan, trying to say it just as he had heard his father say it many times.

As Joseph stepped through the doorway Mary called from where she was still stretching her legs and rubbing her back by the donkey, “Joseph. Look for rats!”

“There’s no rats”, called Jonathan from somewhere inside, “Pharaoh takes care of that.”

“Who is Pharaoh?” asked Joseph.

“The cat.” Jonathan responded as if he was surprised they didn’t know that all barn cats should be called Pharaoh.  “He’ll be around, but don’t try to pet him, he’s pretty wild.  When he was a kitten, my friend Samuel would catch him and throw him off the ledge to see if it would land on it’s feet.  I guess it made him kind of mean.  The last time Samuel tried to catch him, Pharaoh got even.  Samuel bled for quite a while!  The rest of us thought it was pretty funny but Samuel didn’t.  Nobody tries to catch Pharaoh any more!”

“Boys can be so mean!  said Mary.  Jonathan, don’t you ever be like that!”  

“Yes mam.” Jonathan said.

Mary was slowly walking toward the stable.  “Well what do you think Joseph?”

As Joseph stood inside the door letting his eyes adjust to the darkness, he could see enough to realize that Jonathan had exaggerated somewhat when he said the Shepherd’s Cave was ‘great big’.  Perhaps it did seem big to an eight year old boy. It really wasn’t a cave at all, but a cleared out area under the overhanging ledge.  It extended back about fifteen feet and was no wider that the front of the stable.  A man could stand upright about half way back.  From there the rock ceiling sloped down toward the hard packed dirt floor.  There was a strong smell of hay and dirt, but it was dry.  

Like the outside, it was well used but swept and in good repair.  It was not a place where a flock of sheep was kept.  Rather it was a place where sick or injured sheep were tended and tools and supplies were stored.

The lower rear section was divided into three small stalls.  They were constructed of sturdy split cedar rails.  Cedar posts were set in the floor at the corners.  At the front of each stall was a manger.  It was a wooden box made of smooth cedar boards.  These were where feed would be placed for the sheep in the stalls.  In one end of each manger was a ceramic bowl for water.  

The stall to the far left was being used to store hay.  It was stacked floor to ceiling with dry clean hay.  The front part of the stable was mostly open floor space.  Hanging on the walls and on ledges of the rock were the tools of the shepherd’s trade.  There were sheers of different sizes, a sharpening stone, a wool comb, etc.  Several shepherd staffs were in the corner, one of them broken, and one un-used.  There were several large clay pots near the pile of hay that probably held a supply of grain.

A ceramic oil lamp hung from a brace on the wall near the door and a small hand held lamp sat on a shelf by the door.  Joseph reached up and thumped the hanging lamp with his finger.  “Good, there is plenty of oil in it if we need it tonight.  God thinks of everything!” he thought.  He carried a small lamp and oil supply with him, but it would not be enough if the baby came during the night.

Joseph turned as Mary stepped into the doorway.  “Well, I think it will do.” he said.  “In fact, I rather like it.”  He stepped over to the window.  “Look, we’ll even have a view!”  As he looked at the sky he realized that he only had a two or three hours of daylight left, and he had a lot to do.

To one side of the door were two large water pots for storing water.  Hanging nearby was a five foot pole with a water pot tied to each end.  Every kid in the world new what that was.  It was the scourge of being a kid to spend time every day going to get water.  Joseph instinctively lifted the ceramic top from each pot.  He lowered his face to the openings to see how much water was there and to give it a good sniff.  One was half full of clean smelling water, the other empty.  “I’ll need to get more water.” he said to himself.  Then to Jonathan who was perched on the top rail of one of the stalls, he said, “Where is the nearest water Jonathan?”

“There is a cistern about five minutes that way at the bottom of a cliff.”  He pointed in the opposite direction from which they had come.  “There is a little spring there so most of the time there is water in it.  But if the Kora family has been using it to wash clothes, it might be empty.  They have eight girls!  If it’s empty, you’ll have to go all the way to the well at our Inn.  It always has water and we wash stuff all the time!”

The thought of washing things reminded Jonathan of something he was doing before starting this little adventure.  “Oh wow!” he said, “Boy am I going to get it!  I’ve got to go home.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Mary.

“I wasn’t finished washing the lunch dishes and I forgot to tell Mom that I was leaving.  Mama will think somebody kidnapped me!  I am in so much trouble!”

“Oh my, Jonathan!” said Mary.  “You’ve been such a help to us.  I don’t want you to be in trouble.  Joseph, can’t we do something?  God sent him to help us and now he is going to be in trouble.  We need to do something special for him!”

“Well, as a matter of fact,” said Joseph, scratching his head and looking at the worried face on the little Inn Keeper, “I do have something special that I was just thinking of giving to our special Inn Keeper.  It probably won’t keep you out of trouble, but it might make it worth while.”

“A present?  What is it?” Jonathan asked, his face now bright with excitement.

“Come out here to the donkey and we’ll see.” said Joseph, putting his hand on Jonathan’s shoulder as they started toward the donkey.  Jonathan ran to the donkey and stood there jumping up and down with anticipation.

Joseph reached deep into one of the leather bags hanging on the donkey and pulled out a wooden box about the size of a man’s hand.  It was as deep as a man’s index finger is long and was held closed with a leather strap.  Joseph stared at it intently and stroked it with one hand as if reconsidering what he was about to do.

“What’s in the box?” pleaded Jonathan.

“It’s something I made for a very special baby boy.  But I think God would be pleased if I gave it to you.” said Joseph.

“What baby boy?” asked Jonathan.

“The baby boy that Mary is going to have in that stable tonight.” said Joseph.

“How do you know it’s going to be a boy?” asked Jonathan.

“Well, that’s where this box comes in.” said Joseph as he stooped down and looked Jonathan in the eye.  “Now Jonathan, before I give you this gift, you must make me some promises.” 
 Jonathan looked from the box to Joseph’s eyes.  He was serious now and waited to see what the promises were before responding.

“First, you must promise to go home and be honest with your parents.  Don’t lie to them or even exaggerate.  Tell them exactly what happened and why you left home without telling them.  Apologize to them for making them worry and if they decide to punish you, don’t complain.  “Do you understand the first promise?”

Jonathan was thinking it over.  He usually told the truth anyway but he didn’t usually take punishment without complaining, but he decided that under the circumstances he could do it.  “Yes sir, I can do that.” he said, looking Joseph straight in the eye.

“Second, you must promise to never sell it, ever!” Joseph continued.  “Not even if many years from now somebody offers you a lot of money.  Do you understand this promise?”

Jonathan was about to explode with curiosity now!  His eyes were fastened to the box.  He could not wait to see what was inside that might be worth a lot of money.

Joseph repeated the promise, “you must promise to never sell it, ever!  Can you promise that?

“Yes sir, I will never sell it.

“There is one other thing, but I will tell you that after I give it to you.”  Joseph slid the leather strap off the box and lifted off the lid.  The inside of the box was lined with red cloth and there were two objects in it warped with white cloth.  Joseph lifted out the one on the right, put the lid back on, slid the leather strap back on, and put the box back in the bag on the donkey.  Then he handed the object to Jonathan.  “Open it carefully.” he said.

As carefully as an eight year old can, Jonathan unwrapped the cloth from the object.  When he finished, there, lying on the white cloth in his hand was an angel carved out of wood.  The wood was almost white and very smooth.  He picked it up and held it close to his face.  He turned it around and examined it from all sides.  He had never seen any thing like it.  Even though it was only as tall as a man’s finger, it was almost perfect in detail.  He could clearly see the features of the angel’s face.  There were three words on the bottom but Jonathan couldn’t read them.  “Are these words?” Jonathan asked.

“Call Him Jesus.”  Joseph said.  “It’s written in Hebrew.”

“It’s really neat!” said Jonathan.  “Did you really make it?”

“Yes I did.  I made two, the other one is still in the box.”  

“Why did you name it Jesus?”  asked Jonathan.

“I didn’t.” said Joseph.  The baby will be named Jesus, not the angel.  You see, an angel that looked like this one appeared to Mary and then to me.  He told us that Mary’s baby would be a boy and that we should ‘Call Him Jesus’.  That’s why I wrote that on the bottom.  I carved it to look just like the angel that appeared to me.  The angel told Mary that his name was Gabriel.  That’s the angel’s name.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Jonathan.  “An angel named Gabriel told you to name your baby Jesus.”

“That brings me to the other thing I mentioned” said Joseph.

“Is it another promise?” asked Jonathan.

“No.”  said Joseph.  “I am going to ask you to do something and you can decide later if you want to do it or not.  The Angel Gabriel also told us that the baby Jesus was going to be God’s Son, the Messiah, the Savior of the World.  That means that some day, many years from now, this baby will return to Jerusalem and Bethlehem as a grown man to become the Savior of the World.  Do you understand what I’m saying Jonathan?”

“Pretty much.”  said Jonathan.  “The teachers at the synagogue talk about the Messiah all the time and I have heard Mom and Dad pray that God would send the true Messiah.”  Jonathan’s eyes turned to the stable.  “Do you mean that Mrs. Mary is going to have a baby that is going to be the Messiah?”

“Yes, that’s right.” said Joseph. “Now here is what I am asking you to do.  I want you to keep this angel and take very good care of it.  If anyone ever comes to Bethlehem saying that he is the Messiah, I want you to show him this angel and ask him if he has ever seen it before.  If he can’t tell you what it is, you will know that he is not the real messiah.”

“What if he does recognize it? asked Jonathan.

“Then you will know that He is Mary’s baby because I am going to give the other angel that I carved to Jesus when he gets big like you.  Jonathan, the angel told me that Jesus would save us from our sins so we can go to heaven.”  Joseph let Jonathan think about it a few seconds, then asked, “Do you see now why this angel that I’m giving you is so special?  It will help you know who the real Messiah is who can save you from your sin and take you to heaven!”

Jonathan had been looking Joseph right in the face and doing his eight year old best to understand every word that Joseph was speaking.  He looked down at the wooden angel laying on the white cloth in his hand.  Then he looked back at Joseph for a long time.  Then he looked toward the stable.  And right then and there, as only a child can do, he believed in Jesus.
He looked back at the angel, then at Joseph and said, “Yes sir, I’ll do what you said.  Thanks for the angel.  It’s the best gift anyone ever gave me!”  He folded the white cloth back around the little wooden angel and said, “I’ll take very good care of it.”

“I know you will.” said Joseph.  “Now you better head for home.  Your parents are probably very worried.”

“I’ll come see you tomorrow if my parents will let me.” said Jonathan as he started running back down the path.  “I want to see the baby Jesus!”

Joseph took the bags off the donkey and walked to the stable where Mary had been watching from the window.  As he watched the boy running down the path, he said to Mary, “Jesus is not yet born, and I believe he all ready has His first follower!”

Chapter Three

Heaven Is Silent

“He’s a nice little boy.” said Mary as she watched Jonathan still running down the path toward his home at the Inn.  “He really was sent by God to help us, I know that!”

“Yes, he seems to be a good Kid.  God’s helpers come in little sizes sometimes don’t they?” said Joseph as he turned to look at Mary who was still watching from the window of the stable.  
“I wonder what his parents will think about his story when he gets home?”  
Joseph laughed, “They’ll probably think he has been off with some crazy people when he tells them about the angel and the messiah being born.”

Just then a cool breeze touched Joseph’s face and reminded him that night was coming quickly and he must make some preparations.  He stepped inside with the bags from the donkey.  

Mary turned from the window and looked at Joseph, “We need to get busy don’t we?”  

“How are you feeling?” asked Joseph.

“Well, I’ve not done this before, but I think I’ve begun to have some birth pains.  It’s kind of hard to tell when you are ridding a donkey.”

Mary and Joseph had talked about their situation many times on the road from Nazareth.  After much discussion, they’d decided a couple of things.  First, they were not worried about a premature delivery along the road because they knew God was arranging for the birth to be in Bethlehem.  During the months she spent with her elderly cousin Elizabeth; her husband, Zacharias the priest had seen that Mary was educated about the prophesies concerning the messiah.  When they heard about the Roman census that would require them to travel to their ancestral home in Bethlehem, they saw it as a confirmation that God was in control.  Now God’s plan was all coming together in this peaceful Bethlehem stable overlooking the Judean hills where King David had spent his childhood.

Secondly, Mary had decided that she did not want a mid-wife.  They could not afford it and the thought of a complete stranger helping her deliver the Son of God just did not appeal to her.  Besides, during the months with Elizabeth, who was also expecting, Mary had received extensive instructions on the art of child bearing.  She even had a list of instructions near the top of her bag.  Mary had gone over Elizabeth’s list of instructions with Joseph many times.  

They had been praying together about it ever since the angel appeared to Joseph.  They had come to believe with absolute certainty that God was in control of the whole situation.  He would take care of the place and time.  Zacharias had also taught them that the Messiah would be physically perfect so they knew the baby would be born healthy.

Mary had not left home unprepared, her mother had seen to that.  Joseph had complained that they were going to kill his donkey with all the stuff, but his words had no affect.  So Mary had the basic necessities in a clean cloth bag stored in one of the bags that Joseph had just brought from the donkey.  To save the donkey, Joseph had decided to carry his own things in a backpack.  

“Sit my bag there on that manger.”  Mary said as she pointed to the manger of the middle stall.  She began immediately to open the bag and look for something.

“You don’t have to find that list to tell me what to do first,” said Joseph “I all ready know what my job is.  Get hot water!”

“You are such a wise and wonderful husband!”  Mary looked up from her bag and gave Joseph one of those loving smiles that makes a man’s heart feel like it’s going to burst.

“Oh!” exclaimed Mary.  She turned around and leaned against one of the posts.  She was holding her back and looking at the ceiling.  She was obviously in pain.  Joseph froze in his tracks.  They both stood motionless for several seconds as if caught in a picture.  Then Mary looked at Joseph and started to laugh.

“What are you laughing at?” complained Joseph, “you scared me to death!”

“You just looked so funny!” said Mary.  “Your eyes were as big as a pine cone and your face was as white as the swaddling clothes Mom put in my bag.  Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“Well, I thought I was till just now.” admitted Joseph.  “Right now I feel a very strong desire to run into Bethlehem and find a mid-wife.  Are you OK?”

Mary stepped over to Joseph and kissed him on the cheek, “Yes, I’m OK, and  thank you for the concern.  That was definitely a birth pain.  Now, did you say something about hot water?  I’m feeling a very strong desire to clean this place up and make a ‘nest’ out of that pile of hay over there.”

“Yes,” said Joseph, his mind refocusing on his job.  “I’ll get right to it.”

Joseph looked in his bag and pulled out the small bag that held his flint stones.  Like Mary, his parents had helped him pack for the trip and this was one of the things his father had packed for him.  Right now, the heavy stones were like a bag of gold.  Fire for heat was his greatest need right now and these little stones were going to give it to him.

He went outside and looked at the sky.  The sun was going down faster than he anticipated.  There was a place in front of the stable where the shepherds had built countless campfires in the past.  Three blackened stones were all ready in place for setting some kind of cooking utensil.  No doubt they had cooked stew there and Joseph felt sure he would find the blackened cooking bowl somewhere in the stable.

Fire was not hard to start in the dry climate of Judea.  A little hay from the stable, twigs from among the rocks under the bushes, and pine straw from under the big cedar tree made perfect starter.  The problem was finding wood.  Around any town, firewood was picked up virtually as soon as it hit the ground.  Most fire wood was carted in from the surrounding hills and mountains.  Fire wood was more valuable than water.

The area around the stable had been picked clean.  He looked a hundred yards or so in all directions with no luck at all.  Everything that could be picked up or broken off by hand had been burned long before now.  He couldn’t heat water with pine straw.  He would have to find wood somewhere.  

He stepped back into the stable.  “Have you had any more pains?” asked Joseph.

“One.” said Mary without looking up from her preparations.  Joseph was surprised at how energetically she was working.  She had all ready swept out the stalls and was washing down the rails, posts, and manger.  “I’ve used a lot of the water from that water jar Joseph, I’ll need more soon.  How is your project going?

“Well, I can’t find any wood.  I think I’ll go get water at that cistern Jonathan told us about and maybe find some wood along the way.  Will you be all right if I leave for a little while?” asked Joseph.

Mary stopped what she was doing and looked at her young husband.  She looked through the door behind him.  The sun was all ready touching the hills.  It would be getting dark soon.  “How long will you be gone?” she asked.

Jonathan said that it was about five minutes so it can’t be too far.  He said that there was a cistern there so surly it won’t be too hard to find.

Mary looked at the darkening vista again through the door.  The stable was all ready getting dark inside even though the door and window were wide open.  “Can you light the lamps now?” she asked.

“My flint won’t light a lamp.” Joseph said.  “I’ll have to start a fire and then light the lamps with a fire bran.  If I do that now, I may have to try to find the cistern in the dark.”  Joseph could see frustration growing on Mary’s face.

Mary looked down at the dirt floor under her feet.  She looked at the bowl of dirty water she was using to try and clean the sheep stalls.  The wet rag in her hand was filthy with years of dust and grime that had accumulated on the rails and posts of the stalls.  Under her finger nails she could feel the grit mixed with dirty wool that she had been extracting from the ruff rails.  

From somewhere in her mind came a childhood memory of lying in her own clean bed, in her mother’s clean house, and her father kissing her on the cheek and saying ‘good night.’  She could remember that wonderful feeling of warmth and security that we take for granted as children.  Tears began to build in her eyes.

She turned back to her work, hoping to hide her tears in the shadows of the stable.  She dipped her rag back into the dirty water and began to scrub the manger again.  She took a breath and hoped that she could speak without revealing her inner struggle.  “Well, I guess you better, ah, I guess...”

She felt Joseph step up behind her.  He placed his hand on hers and stopped her from rubbing the dirty manger.  Mary resisted.  “I’ve got to get this clean Joseph.” she said through her sobs.

Joseph’s strong hand tightened its grip on her’s and he turned her to him.  He rapped his arms around her and pulled her tight against him.  Mary stood stiffly in his arms with her hands at her side, dirty water dripping from the rag she still held tightly in her hand.  Joseph held her in silence as Mary started to sob.  

Mary was upset with herself for giving in to her emotions.  She had promised God that she would be strong and here she was crying like a baby about a little dirt and darkness.  If God wanted her to have His baby in a pig pen, she would, so why couldn’t she stop crying? She looked into Joseph face to apologize for being so week, but before she could speak she saw the last rays of the sun reflecting off the tears making tracks down his face too.  “It’s not exactly what I expected either.” he said.

She dropped the rag on the dirt floor and the two stood, hugging each other in the gathering darkness.  

After they both stopped crying, Joseph said, “I think it’s time to pray.”

Like a choreographed scene in a ballet, they knelt as one, facing each other, holding hands, their foreheads touching each other as they bowed before the Heavenly Father.  Between them, waiting in Mary’s womb, the son of God!

A dim stable had no significance in that busy world; there were thousands of others like it.  But at that moment, this silent place held the attention of heaven.  The story line had been revealed, but the script was not yet written.  There was silence in heaven, as all listened to what Mary and Joseph would say to the Father.

Joseph began, “Our Father, you are the one God and there are no other gods before you.  You are wise and all your ways are perfect and holy.  Father, we do not question your plan, but Father; we confess to You that we are confused and frustrated.  We think that we have followed you every step of the way.  We thought that You sent the young boy Jonathan to lead us to this place.  Father, if we messed up, we are sorry.  But, Father, we are hear now and we need a little help.  We need some fire wood and water.  And if possible Lord, if you would postpone your son’s birth a little while, it would really be a big help.”  

Just then Mary felt the baby roll over in her womb.  “Thank you Father!”  she interrupted.  Mary continued the prayer, “Father, I am sorry I got upset a while ago.  I really do not mind being in a stable.  I do not even mind being in the dark if that is your will, but Father, I know that you desire cleanness.  I know now that you have led us to this stable for some wonderful purpose that we do not understand.  I know that you have provided wood for heating the water and we just haven’t seen it yet.  Father, open our eyes that we may see what you have provided.  Amen.”

Joseph joined her, “Amen.”

Mary hugged Joseph tightly.  “I love you so much!” she said.  “When you asked God to delay the birth, I felt the baby roll over in my belly like he was going to take a nap.  I just know God has all ready answered the rest of your prayer too.”

“I’ll get the lamps lit and we’ll see what we can see.” said Joseph.

Mary and Joseph thought they were alone in the stable, but they were not.  During their prayer, a local resident had slipped silently into the shadows of the stable and was watching every move of these two intruders.  

In a few minutes, Joseph had a small fire of pine straw burning in front of the stable.  He then used a cedar twig to light the ceramic lamp hanging in the stable.  It gave the inside of the stable a soft warm appearance.  Mary was using the last of the water to rinse off the manger she had scrubbed so diligently.

“Joseph,” she said, “I thought I heard something behind that pile of hay.  I’m about ready to put some of it in this stall I’ve cleaned up.  Would you poke around in it to be sure there’s not a rat in it?”

Joseph hated rats as much as any woman, but he knew it was his manly duty so he picked up a broken shepherd’s staff from the corner and began to poke it into the pile of hay.  As he approached the back of the pile, Mary sat on the top rail of the stall and prepared to get her feet off the floor if rat ran from the pile.

As Joseph prodded, a loud, deep growl emerged from the back of the pile.  Mary instantly pulled up her feet and Joseph jumped back a step, then they looked at each other and both said, “Pharaoh.” 

Joseph was relieved.  He would much rather deal with a barn cat than a barn rat.

“Jonathan said the cat was wild, Joseph.” said Mary.  “Be careful.”

Joseph lit the small hand held lamp, got down on his knees and crawled toward the back of hay pile with the broken staff in one hand and the lamp in the other.  The rock roof slopped down to the floor at the back so by the time Joseph got to where he could see behind the hay pile he was laying on his stomach with the lamp out in front of him.  Mary could see him moving the hay around with the staff as he inched farther under the low roof.  Then he laid the lamp down as far up under the rock as he could reach and rolled over on his back and began to laugh.

“What are you laughing at?” asked Mary as she stooped as low as she could to try to see into the recesses of the stable.

“I’m laughing at God’s good joke!” said Joseph.

“What do you mean?” pleaded Mary who was now down on her hands and knees crawling in along side Joseph.

“See for yourself.” laughed Joseph as he pushed aside more of the hay with the staff.

There Mary saw a large brown cat with several kittens.  “Oh my,” she said, “Old Pharaoh has babies.” she laughed.

“Is that all you see?” asked Joseph.  “Didn’t you pray that God would open our eyes to see what He had all ready provided?”

Mary looked again and realized that behind the cat was a large pile of fire wood hidden by the pile of hay.  She looked at the pile of wood, Pharaoh the cat, and back at Joseph, “Another one of God’s Little Helpers!” she said.

The night was far from over, and the adventure was only beginning for Mary and Joseph, but as they lay there laughing, they knew that whatever they really needed, The Heavenly Father had all ready provided.

Chapter Four

Face of Wonder

Jonathan stopped at the gate in front of the inn.  Even in the dry air of Bethlehem, perspiration ran from under his thick brown hair down his face and dripped off his cheek.  He gazed at the inn and pondered his predicament.  There was no activity outside, but he could hear much conversation and laughter from within.  The guests were gathering for the evening meal.  

How long had he been gone?  An hour, maybe two.  Long enough to be missed!  Mother had sent him outside to tell some travelers that there were no rooms left and he hadn't come back.  Did his parents think he was kidnapped or perhaps they just thought he’d slipped off to play with friends?  Maybe they had not missed him at all.

Jonathan remembered the angel that Joseph had given him.  He had not loosened his grip on it since leaving the Shepherd's Cave.  He looked at the object wrapped in red cloth.  The cloth, that looked so perfect in the box from which Joseph removed it, was now wrinkled and there were dark streaks where the sweat had run down his arms and between his fingers.

He unfolded the cloth for one more look at this amazing gift.  It was just as beautiful as the first time he had seen it.  He looked again with amazement at the detail of the figure carved in wood.  He had heard stories of the great angel Gabriel.  So this is what he really looked like.  He couldn’t wait to show his Mom and Dad.  Wouldn't they be surprised to find out that the Messiah was going to be born tonight, right here in Bethlehem?  

He looked again at the bottom of the little angel and tried to figure out those unusual looking words.  Joseph had said they were Hebrew words because the angel had spoken to him in Hebrew.   Jonathan could understand Hebrew because it was spoken at the synagogue and on special occasions at home.  But to be able to read it was another matter.  He said the words softly, "Call Him Jesus".  

He said the words again, "Call Him Jesus".  As he said the words, he could see the pregnant Mary walking from the donkey to the Shepherds Cave.  He could feel her soft hand as it touched his cheek when she thanked him for leading them to the Cave.  He wondered what they were doing now.  

His heart was about to stop pounding now, but his little legs were still weak from running all the way from the Shepherd Cave.  He had never run so far before.  It must be 10 miles he thought!  (One would be more accurate.)

As he rewrapped the angel neatly in the red cloth, he was aware of a wonderful feeling.  He had always believed in God even though he had been around people in the inn that did not.  His parents had taken him to the synagogue all his life; he knew all the Bible stories by heart and could quote many scriptures by memory.  This feeling was something much more than anything he had felt before.  It was like he could feel God inside of him.  

He looked at the neatly wrapped angel in his hand.  Was it the little angel that was causing this feeling?  No, he knew better than that.  He knew the Ten Commandments by memory.  

Commandment Number 2: 


"You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth;


you shall not bow down to them nor serve them. For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me,  (NKJ)

That was a biggy!  He knew that it made God very upset when people worship idols.  He knew there was no power in any statue carved out of wood.  

So where was this wonderful feeling coming from?  As he stared at the red cloth in his hand, he could remember exactly when the feeling had begun.  He was standing by Joseph's donkey looking at the Shepherds Cave where Mary was standing.  Joseph had just told him that the baby that she was going to have was the Messiah.  The baby!  The baby Jesus!  That's where this feeling of 'God being inside him' was coming from.

Jonathan looked up at the front door of the inn.  He wondered if he would still be feeling so wonderful after he walked through that door.  He didn't know which was stronger, the excitement of telling his family what had happened to him or the dread of being in trouble for going off without telling them where he was.

He tightened his belt a little, pulled his tunic up enough that it folded over the belt and made a pocket.  He placed the angel in this pocket and stepped through the gate toward the inn.  He had no plan of action.  He would have to go inside and go from there.  Joseph had told him not to lie or even exaggerate.  He had given his word and he would stick to it.

As he opened the door, his senses were confronted with all that a crowded inn has to offer.  The noise of too many people talking at once and the smell of food wafting on stale air breathed by too many people.  He was glad Mary and Joseph weren't here.

As he stepped through the door, he could see that supper was all ready being served.  Normally, meals were served family style with everyone lounging around the big tables in the dinning area.  But during busy times like this, his mother would use the tables as a buffet, and the guests would get their food and sit or stand wherever they could find a spot.

Jonathan scanned the room for any indication of what his fate might be.  He didn't have to look far.  His oldest brother Judah was picking up some empty serving bowls at the table.  Even though people surrounded him, he kept looking between them toward Jonathan.  As soon as they made eye contact, the look on the older brother's face struck fear in the heart of the little boy.  The wonderful feeling he had experience outside now seemed like ancient history.

The look on Judah's face was not one of anger or relief, but complete satisfaction.  That could mean only one thing; little brother was in trouble.  Jonathan could read his thoughts from across the room, "Great, little brother isn't dead, but Mom and Dad will make him wish he was, and I'll get to watch!"

As he began to make his way through the crowded room, he felt a strong hand on the back of his neck.  He looked up into the face of a big man that he recognized as a regular guest.  "Well, little Jonathan, the lost son has returned.  I suggest that you go find your mother immediately!"  "Yes sir," Jonathan said, not bothering to look back and trying to move a little faster.  

But he didn't get far before an older lady stepped into his path. He recognized her too.  She was a guest at the inn once or twice a year and seemed to consider herself part of the family.  She was one of those 'soft' women.  They feel sort of fluffy when they hug you, and they always want to hug you. This was no exception.  "There you are Jonathan!" she gushed as she grabbed him and pulled him up to her.  Jonathan held his breath as her fleshy arms and body surrounded him.  Now she held him out at arms' length, "Oh my Lord," she said, "you gave us such a scare!  I thought you might be dead!  Walking off with strangers!  Child, what ever got into your mind?  You go right this instant and show yourself to your momma."

She said these last words loud enough for everyone to hear and as she turned Jonathan toward the kitchen he could feel the eyes of every person following his every move.  The talking subsided and he knew there would be silence in the inn until all had heard what was about to happen when he entered the kitchen where his worried mother waited.

Rahab was a woman of faith, devotion to her family, hard work, and discipline; in that order.  She had heard the commotion in the dinning room and realized what was happening.  She dried the tears from her face and stepped through the door to meet her son.  As he walked toward her, it was like Moses parting the water as the guests made a clear path for the little boy.  Every guest in the inn maneuvered to get a better vantage point from which to see the boy's fate.

Rahab looked him over head to toe as he approached.  No physical damage was apparent, but she could tell that he had run a long way.  His feet were dusty, his clothes disheveled, and tracks of dried sweat were etched down the sides of his face.  She decided to be angry with him later after she had heard his story.  There were more important matters now.

Mom was not one of those 'soft' women.  She was strong and firm from a life of hard work and good health.  Jonathan had no fear of her.  He knew she might discipline him, but she would not hurt him.  He was wrong.  As soon as he was within reach, her strong arms grabbed him and hugged him so tightly that he thought he felt his ribs beginning to break.  It was as if she was trying to pull him back inside herself so he would never be able to get away from her again.  The little angel in his robe was being pressed into his side so hard he was sure it would cause some permanent damage to his insides, or even worse, the angel would be broken.   .

Rahab looked toward heaven and said out loud, "Thank you Father for bringing my foolish son back to me."  Then she prayed silently, "and help me to not loose my temper when I punish him."  Then she looked over at the table where Jonathan’s older brother stood with the empty serving bowls in his hands.  She could see that he was anxious to see what was going to happen to his little brother.  She looked at the table of food and at the silent guests still waiting to eat.  There was enough food on the table to feed them so she could turn her attention to more important matters.

Jonathan’s oldest brother, Caleb, was a teenager who took his position in the family as first-born son very seriously.  He was a hard worker and very dependable.  Rahab often said that he and his father 'cast the same shadow'.  

Rahab thought over the situation.  She looked out the window and knew that it would soon be dark.  She looked back at Caleb and said, "son, go put those bowls in the kitchen and go get your coat and walking shoes."  Caleb responded instantly, knowing the important and somewhat dangerous task he was about to be sent on.

Jonathan wasn't sure if he could survive any longer and began to squirm.  "Mom," he manage to say, "you’re killing me!"  Rahab loosened her grip without looking down and turned instead to the guests.  "I thank you for praying for my son who so foolishly wandered off with strangers.  As you see, our merciful Lord has seen fit to return him home.  Now there is one more thing I would ask of you this eventful evening.  My husband and brother are searching the road to Takoa for my son Jonathan.  I am sending my eldest son to find them and as you see it will be dark soon.  I am wondering if there is someone who would go with him.  There was an awkward silence as the men looked back and forth at each other.  Being on that road at night involved a high risk of being attacked by robbers.  Finally, without any words being spoken two men came to agreement by the simple nodding of heads, and the older one spoke up, "Judah and I will be glad to go with him, mam."  

Now the tears couldn't be held back any longer.  All she could say was thank you as she turned toward the kitchen clutching her wayward son close to her side.  The kitchen was the room where Rahab lived most of her life.  Indeed, it was the focal point of their 'Inn Keeper' family.  In one end was a worktable where food was prepared.  There were several stools and a large window that provided abundant light during the day.  A good lamp, suspended from the ceiling, was burning now.

Rahab stood her son on one of the stools near the lamp so she could get a good look at him.  She sat on a stool and leaned toward him.  "Have you been hurt in any way?" she asked, now looking him in the eye for the first time.  As he looked into her eyes, Jonathan could see that his mother's eyes were puffy from crying and her forehead was furrowed with concern.  "No Mom, nothing bad happened to me!  Those people were really nice!"

Before he could go on with his story, his older sister who had just stepped into the kitchen interrupted him.  "It doesn’t seem to me that they could be very nice people if they let little boys just go wandering off without telling their parents!"  Ruth was 12.  As the only girl in the family, she spent much of her time taking care of Jonathan and his baby brother.  She took this responsibility seriously and instinctively felt the same concerns as her mother.

"No, no, it wasn't like that!"  Jonathan said, "They went with me!  I was helping them find a place for her baby to be born!"

"Mom, we're leaving to find Dad."  Caleb was at the door of the kitchen.  He was obviously anxious to leave.  "Ah,,, yes,,, Caleb.  Ah,,, Come here Caleb.  Rahab's brain was in a confused state as she tried to process Jonathan's words about a baby being born and thinking about her oldest son's dangerous mission.

As Caleb approached his mother, he could not help giving his brother a piece of his mind, "Do you have any idea how much trouble you have caused?  You are so irresponsible!  And a liar at that!  You didn't lead anybody anywhere and you know it.  Mr. Benjamin said he saw you running up the road after somebody on a donkey going toward Takoa.  You had better get your act together before Dad gets back.  If I were him I'd whip you with a stick.  It fact, I ought to do it now for lying to your mother who has been crying her eyes out in fear that you were going to end up a slave in Egypt or something worse!"

"That's enough Caleb.  I appreciate your concern, but you need to go find your father now."  Rahab stood and faced Caleb squarely.  "Caleb, I would never send you out on that road at night if it were not really important.  You know how dangerous it is.  There is no telling how many bandits there may be on that road.  I don't want you to go any farther than Takoa.  Ask about him at all the inns there.  If you do not find him, spend the night at Aunt Martha's and come home at first light.  Do you understand?"

"Yes mam."  Caleb responded in a strong manly voice.  He was obviously enjoying the excitement and responsibility of this important mission.

Rahab hugged him around the neck and kissed his cheek.  "I'll be praying for you constantly until you return.  Be careful!"  Caleb turned and left the kitchen.  She could here him speaking with the men who were going with him.  He sounded so confident.  He’d grown up so fast!  But now, back to this younger son with such a creative imagination.

"Now Jonathan, you were seen leaving here, running after someone on a donkey, not leading them.  So tell me exactly what happened, no lies, no exaggerations."

"That's just what he said." whispered Jonathan, remembering the instructions Joseph had given him at the Shepherds Cave. 

"That's what who said?" asked Rahab.

"Joseph."  Said Jonathan, "He is the man and his wife's name is Mary.  They were so nice Mom!  Really."

Rahab was looking straight into his eyes.  She hadn't seen evidence of lies yet.  "OK, they were nice but even the devil knows how to be nice Jonathan.  Just because someone is nice, does not make it OK to go running off after them.  Do you understand that?"

"Yes Mam."  Jonathan agreed.  "But..."  

"No excuses!" said Rahab.  There was a little anger in her voice now and some redness on her cheeks that didn't come from crying.

"Yes Mam."  Said Jonathan, as he looked at his mother, then his sister, then back to his mother.  He could see that there was no excuse for leaving without telling them.  But at the same time he knew they would not have let him go, and he was absolutely sure that taking Joseph and Mary to the Shepherds Cave was the right thing to do.  He decided to try a different approach.

 Jonathan spoke slowly and deliberately, “They said God had sent me to them.  They said I was God's Little Helper.  They said God sent me to help them find a place for the baby Jesus to be born."

"Oh my!" exclaimed Rahab.  "She had the baby while you were there!  Oh my gracious, what kind of people are they?  Jonathan, I will never let you out of this house again!"

Ruth's mouth had dropped open and her eyes were as big as saucers as she stared in amazement at her 8-year-old brother.  Birthing babies was a highly protected and cherished event that women kept to themselves.  Men were not included at any age, much less little boys.  Men were not supposed to even talk about it in mixed company, much less be around when it happened.

Jonathan was afraid to speak.  It seemed that every time he opened his mouth, he dug the hole a little deeper for himself. Now, how was he going to explain how he knew that a baby not yet born, was going to be a boy named Jesus.

Joseph's words kept going around in his head, "Don't tell any lies or even exaggerate."  Well, he was telling the truth without exaggeration, but it kept getting him in more trouble.  Then he remembered the rest of Joseph's instructions, "If your parents decide to punish you, take it without complaint!"  It was looking more and more like he was facing punishment.  But it didn’t matter.  The wonderful truth that the messiah was coming to Bethlehem was worth being punished for.

Jonathan looked straight into his mother's eyes and with a confidence beyond his years, he said without blinking, "Mother, the baby has not been born yet.  They think it will be born tonight.  They all ready know its name,” Jonathan took a breath and continued, “they all ready know his name, because the Angel Gabriel told them that the baby would be the messiah and that they should 'Call Him Jesus'!"

At that moment Jonathan felt that wonderful feeling of God's presence coming back to him.  He didn’t really understand it, but at that moment he knew that the messiah, baby Jesus had changed his life, and he would never be the same.

Now Rahab's mouth dropped open as she stared in disbelief at her son.  Her brain could not process what he was saying.  Angel, Messiah, Gabriel.  These were not words she expected from her 8-year-old son.  As she looked at his face, it was not the face distorted by a lie, but instead a face liberated by truth.  It was the face of wonder.  

Chapter Five

The Sanctuary

Joseph carefully removed an armload of firewood from the back of the cave, being carful not to disturb Pharaoh and her kittens.  He put three sticks of wood on the fire and stacked the rest against the tall cedar.  When he was satisfied that they were going to continue to burn, he went back inside.

Mary was seated on a stool, reviewing the lists of instructions from her mother and Cousin Elizabeth.  

“I put some wood on the fire so I’ll have a good bed of coals by the time I get back with the water.”  Joseph said.

“That’s good.” She didn’t look up.

“I’m going for the water now.”

“That’s fine.”  She still didn’t look up from the list of instructions.

“I should be back by mid afternoon tomorrow.”

Mary looked up and stared at Joseph.  “What did you say?”

“I was just trying to get your attention.  I thought you had those lists memorized.”

“Oh Joseph, I want to be sure I do everything right.  I don’t want to embarrass God!”

“Embarrass God?  Now that’s a new one.  I thought we had talked about every conceivable thing that could go wrong, but that is a new one.  How do you think you are going to embarrass God?”

“Well you know how stupid and weak I am, and how easy I cry.  What if I go crazy with the pain and start yelling and screaming?”

Joseph instinctively went to Mary.  He put his hand on her shoulder, leaned down and kissed her cheek.  You do cry as easily as anyone I know, but it’s usually when somebody else is hurting.  But stupid and weak you are not.  And anyway, who’s going to hear you out here even if you do decide to yell and scream a little.  I’ll be the only one and I promise not to tell.”

“What about the angels, Joseph?  Do you think God will let them watch me having his baby?”

Joseph couldn’t prevent the smile from coming to his face.  “Mary, you never cease to amaze me.  Who in all the world, but you, would have thought of that?”

“Well I did think about it Joseph.  I don’t want the angels to be saying, ‘Well look at that stupid Mary.  She’s giving birth to the Son of God and acting like a baby herself.  Why in the world did the Heavenly Father choose her?’”

Joseph could see that Mary was serious so he tried to think logically about her dilemma.  “Well, let me think for a minute.”  He scratched his head and continued his thoughts out loud.  “Angels have been around since before Adam and Eve.  They have all seen thousands of births, so I doubt they will be offended to see one more.  I think the main thing on their mind is the same thing that is on my mind.  Are you and the baby going to be OK?  Once that baby is born, I don’t think anyone in heaven, including the angels, is going to care whether you yell or cry during the birth.”

Mary looked from Joseph’s face back down to the list of instructions lying on her lap.  “You’re right.  You’re always right.”  She looked back into his face and smiled.  “Thank you for understanding.  I’m just getting so nervous!  Did you say you were going for the water?”  

“Yes, but there are a couple of things I need before I go.”

“What do you need?”  She began to stand, but Joseph’s strong hand held her on the stool.

He knelt on one knee with his right arm around her shoulder and his left hand on her pregnant tummy.  “Before I leave on my journey, I need a kiss to remember you by!”

Mary smiled broadly, dropped the instructions, put her arms around Joseph, and put her nose against his.  “Before I give away a kiss, I think I’d better know what the other thing is that you need.”

“I need to know that you are not going to have this baby in the next half hour.”

“I’ll be fine, I haven’t had another pain since we prayed.”  With that she hugged him hard and gave him a long juicy kiss that he would not soon forget.

The fire outside the stable was burning well as Joseph stepped through the door with the two water pots hanging from the pole over his shoulder.  He looked at the evening sky.  The sun had disappeared and he figured he had less than hour of twilight left.  He knew there would be plenty of starlight to find his way back to the stable, but he needed the twilight to find the cistern.  

He hurried down the trail in the direction that Jonathan had pointed.  He hoped the little boy had known what he was talking about.  He had said the Shepherd’s Cave was a half-mile from the road and it had proved to be a mile.  Hopefully his directions to the cistern would be more accurate.

The trail to the Shepherd’s Cave had been wide and lined by rock walls.  This trail was just a footpath and not easily seen in the dwindling light.  However, Jonathan had said the spring and cistern were at the base of a cliff, so they shouldn’t be hard to find.  

The path was level, but not straight.  It followed the side of the valley, but stayed at the same elevation.  Just what you would expect of a path made by people carrying water.  Joseph thought.  As he walked, he came to several sheep paths that crossed the footpath at different angels, but each time it was clear that the footpath continued on.  After five minutes of fast walking Joseph was certain he was still on the path, but there were no cliffs in sight.

He stopped and surveyed the situation.  The path continued on, but he couldn’t see where it went because of the failing light.  There were outcroppings of rock all along this side of the valley, but nothing like a cliff.  He could see a cliff on the other side of the valley, but if that was it, surly Jonathan would have said it was across the valley.

Joseph decided to trust the trail and continued.  As he walked on in the gathering darkness, he pondered the strange path his life had followed the past year.  When he and Mary had become engaged, his life was like a perpetual holiday. Even his carpenter work felt like play because he was preparing for the day when they would begin their life together as husband and wife.  

Then there was the day that his own father accused him of fornication because there were rumors that Mary was pregnant.  He remembered walking a path near Nazareth not so different from this one, as he battled depression and pondered what was going to become of his life.  He remembered feeling lost and totally confused.  He remembered the day that he told his father that to prove he had not committed this sin, he would divorce Mary.  He had never felt such despair!

His despair had turned to anger when he went to tell Mary of the divorce.  She had refused to reveal the father, and seemed to have no remorse.  She would only say, “God will work it out.  Just give Him time.”

Then there was the blessed night when the angel Gabriel had appeared to him in a dream and told him that Mary’s baby was the Messiah, the son of God, and to call Him Jesus.  He had run to her house in the night and sat on her doorstep till dawn.  They had talked for hours as Mary told him everything that had happened to her.  They made plans and vowed to be obedient to God no matter what their families and town’s people thought.

Joseph shifted the pole to his other shoulder, looked into the sky, and said, “Father, I’ll go to ends of the earth for Mary and Your son if I have to.”

Mary closed the stable door and watched Joseph disappear in the twilight with the water jugs hanging from the pole on his shoulder.  God help him find the cistern.  She prayed.

She turned and leaned back against the wall.  She put her arms around the baby in her belly and gave it a squeeze.  As she looked around the dimly lit stable she thought, Maybe I was wrong.  Maybe the baby isn’t coming tonight.  Perhaps this is just a test.  We’ll sleep here tonight and go find a nice room in Bethlehem tomorrow.  It will be a bright clean room in the home of a Godly woman who will be with me during the delivery.  
A kick from the baby in her womb brought Mary back to reality.  If God had chosen for his son to be born in a Bethlehem Shepherd’s Stable, she would be ready.  

She had a plan.  There were two empty stalls.  The one on the right would be for the delivery.  The one in the middle would be their bed.  The manger with the middle stall would be the bed for the baby.  As she was spreading clean hay in all of these areas, she remembered something that Zachariah the priest had told her when she was staying with Cousin Elizabeth.  

He had said that there was a Jewish tradition about shepherds and the birth of the messiah.  It said that the coming of the Messiah would first be revealed at the Shepherd’s tower north of Bethlehem.  It was the place where sacrificial sheep for the temple were kept.  He said it made no sense to him and it wasn’t in scripture, but many people believed it.

At the time, announcing the birth of the Messiah to shepherd’s hadn’t made any sense to Mary either, but now anything seemed possible.  Whatever ‘announcements’ God decided to make would be fine with her as long as she didn’t have to do it.  Her experience with announcing that her baby was the Son of God had not gone well and she didn’t want to repeat the experience. 

Every devout Jew prayed that their child or grandchild would be the Messiah and Mary’s mother was no exception.  However, Mary’s situation did not fit into her mother’s prayer life.  Even though Zachariah had armed Mary with the prophecy from Isaiah about the virgin birth, her mother just couldn’t except it.  First impressions are hard to change and everyone’s first impression was that Joseph was the father of this baby.  

When it came down to it, she realized that she was the only person in the world that knew as a fact that this was God’s son.  Everyone else, in one way or another, had to except it by faith.

Elizabeth and Zachariah had been the first believers, then Joseph.  She still was not sure about their parents.  Both sets of parents knew that Mary and Joseph were Godly young people.  They had come to except the fact that the scripture did prophesy a virgin birth, but believing that their children were the ones chosen by God from all the Jewish children of all the ages, was just too big a leap of faith.  

Everyone else, including their brothers and sisters, just thought it was a pitiful self-righteous ploy to escape the humiliation of fornication.  

Mary loved God and could not remember any time in her life when she did not believe in Him.  She loved her parents and enjoyed the feeling of being their ‘good little girl’.  She was not perfect, but the hardest thing for her to except was the dishonor her pregnancy had brought to her parents.  If God was planning some big announcement about his son’s birth, she hoped the town of Nazareth heard about it so her parents’ honor would be redeemed.

Mary lay a clean cloth over the hay she had placed in the manger and their sleeping mats over the hay in the stall.  In the third stall she arranged everything the list said she would need for the birthing process in the order she expected to need them.  The only thing missing was clean water and Joseph would be back soon with that.  

Satisfied that everything was in order, she stepped to the window to look for Joseph.  The colors of the sunset were gone and night was overcoming the day.  She looked in the direction Joseph had gone, but saw nothing.  A chill went down her spine and she felt alone.  

She turned back to the interior of the stable and gasped for breath as she found herself staring into two fiery gold eyes at the back of the cave.  “Pharaoh!  You naughty cat!  You scared me to death.”

The cat was sitting on the top rail of the middle stall.  Mary was not sure if she wanted to try to call the cat to her or shoo it away.  She stood motionless, waiting to see what the barn cat would do.  It stared at her, unblinking, for several seconds.  Then it began walking toward her along the top rail.  As it walked, it surveyed all of Mary’s preparations in both stalls.  

When it reached the manger it stopped, sat down on the rail, and stared at the small white blanket in the manger.  It sat there looking into the manger for sometime.  What was it going to do?  Was it thinking of moving its kittens to this soft clean place?  Mary readied herself to scare the cat away if it made any attempt to step into the manger.

Instead the cat continued to look into the manger until Mary began to feel nervous.  “Pharaoh!” She said firmly.  “That is for my baby not yours.”

The cat responded to her voice and looked up at her.  They were only a few feet apart and the cat’s face was clearly visible under the light from the lamp hanging above Mary’s head.  It had unusual markings like she not seen on a cat before.  It was spooky, but familiar.  She tilted her head to one side as she scrutinized the cats’ face, trying to figure out what was familiar about it.

The cat tilted its head too, blinked its eyes, and then looked down at Mary’s large tummy.  “Oh my!”  Gasped Mary with astonished realization.  As she continued to watch, the cat closed it’s eyes, lay down on the rail, tucked its front paws under itself, and bowed its head.  In the silence of the stable, Mary could hear it purring loudly.

As she stared at the cat, warmth filled her body and she felt the presence of God.  The stable before her was no longer a barn.  To Mary, it had become a temple.  The white baby blanket on the golden hay reminded her of the white clothed priests standing before the golden doors of the great temple in Jerusalem.  The colorful sleeping mats made her think of the hundreds of prayer mats carpeting the marble floors of Solomon’s Porch during prayer times.  The cats muffled purr sounded like the prayers of the people as they called out to God for help and deliverance.

Mary realized a final preparation that she must make before the baby came.  She stepped into the stall and pulled one of the sleeping mats close to the manger.  She removed her shoes and pulled her shawl onto her head.  She knelt next to the cat and bowed her head over the manger.  “Heavenly Father.” She prayed.  “Your holy angel and I dedicate this stable to your service.  May your perfect will be done here tonight.  May this manger be a sanctuary for your holiness?  All Glory and Honor to you my king and to your son, Jesus.”

Chapter Six

Never Alone

Joseph was sure he was still on the same foot path that left the stable in the direction Jonathan had indicated he would find water.  However, it seemed that he had gone too far. Every step he took was a step of faith in the words of an eight year old boy. He was having doubts. 

The stars were beginning to shine through the deepening darkness above him, but Joseph wasn’t looking.  His body was complaining and asked for a rest, but his mind was focused on two things, Mary, alone at the stable, and the foot path at his feet.  

There should be something by now.  He thought, and there was.  Joseph came to a second path intersecting the path he was on.  Lord, I don’t have time for this!  Which way do I go?  

He laid the pole and water jugs down and rubbed the back of his neck with his hands as he arched his back and let his head roll back.  His muscles were tight and weary.  He had walked all day carrying his pack as Mary rode the donkey.  He hadn’t realized how tired he was untill now.  He felt like he could just close his eyes and go to sleep standing right here in the middle of this path.

He might have, but with his head rolled back he found himself looking at the darkening sky above.  One last golden cloud of the sunset was directly above him.  It held his eyes, but his mind was too tired and preoccupied to give it any attention.  

After several seconds of gazing mindlessly into the sky and massaging his own sore neck and shoulders, he looked back down at the two paths in front of him.  “Think, Joseph think.” He said out loud.  Use the good sense God gave you.
If I am getting close to the well, it would make sense that other paths would join this one, but which one goes to the well?  It was too dark to see far, but the path to the left seemed to head downward into the valley.  The other seemed to be the one that continued in the direction he was going.  He picked up the pole and empty water pots and followed the path to the right.

As he walked, he found that he was breathing harder and his legs felt weeker.  Was he going up hill, or had he just ran out of energy?  As he walked the golden cloud above him stayed in his mind.  There was something unusual about it, but his mind was too tired to ponder it.  He didn’t look up.  He could ponder clouds another time.

The path was defanantly going up hill and sheep paths were joining it now.  Joseph took a deep breath.  He was close; he could smell it.  It wasn’t water he smelled, but the scent animals leave anywhere they congregate.  Ahead he could see a dark area in the rocks.  That had to be it!  As he arrived, he found the area clear of brush and grass. The aroma of manur and damp earth filled his nose and the dust filled his sandles.  The dark area he had seen as he approached looked to be a hollow under an overhanging ledge.  He guesed that the spring was in that hollow.

The closer he came to the overhanging ‘cliff’, as Jonathan had decribed it, the darker it became.  He put his hands on the ground.  It felt cool.  A couple of feet into the darkness, his hands found mud.  Good!  He thought.  I’ll follow the water to the cistern.
Joseph felt supid feeling his way along on his hands and feet in the dark, but finding the cistern was more important.  He bumped his head on the over hanging rock and had to get on his hands and knees.  He found a small pool of cold water at the back of the dark recess.  It was only as deep as his little finger, but he was sure it was the spring.  He washed his hands, then reached as far back as he could with his hands cupped and brought some of the cold water to his face.  It had no smell so he put it to his lips and drink.  “Thank you Lord!”  He prayed out loud.  

He took several more drinks then began to feel his way around again. He was blind in the darkness under the rock overhang, but it only took a few seconds to find where a grouve had been chiseled in the rock for the water to run through.  It ran off to the right and Joseph followed it with his hands.  It went a couple of feet and vanished under a rock. Someone had covered the water with bolders to keep the sheep from drinking directly from the spring.

He crawled out from under the ledge to see if he could see anything in the starlight. He couldn’t see anything close to the ledge but he did hear the faintest sound of water running.  That had to be the water running into the sistern.  He cupped his hands to his ears and turned his head from side to side to locate the source of the sound.  He walked slowy toward the sound.  

He stumbled over rocks several times before he came to a spot where the sound seemed to be under his feet. The cistern had to be under him, but where was the opening.  Joseph began to move around the area slowly, feeling his way along with his feet.  Falling into the cistern was not on his agenda.  

As he shuffeled along in the shadows his foot hit something solid.  He felt of it with his hands.  It was a flat rock about the size of a small wagon wheel.  He quickly shoved it to one side.  There was the opening of cistern, just big enough for a small water pot to be lowered into it.  

Now he tried to find the rope and pot used for drawing the water out.  He felt along the base of the ledge and found it tucked into a nitch in the rock.  The pot was heavy ceramic and made just for this purpose. It was tall and rounded at the bottom so it would lay on it’s side to get every bit of water from the bottome of the cistern.  Judgeing from the lenth of the rope, this was a small cistern, only a few feet deep. 

He quickly began to lower the elongated pot into the whole.  He wanted to just drop it and hear it splash into the water below, but remembered Jonathan saying that sometimes the cistern was empty after washing day.  Please don’t let this be wash day? he thought.

He continued to lower the pot slowing into the darkness.  He let the rope slid through his hands.  ‘Klunk’!  The pot hit the bottom and fell on it’s side.  Joseph could tell from the sound that there was very little water.  He rolled the pot around on the bottom of the cistern, but came up with no water.  He lay on his stomach with the arm throgh the hole so he could swing the pot to the other end of the cistern.  It came up wet, but with no water.

Joseph rolled over on his back with the wet water pot accros his chest.  He was so frustrated he wanted to smash the ceramic pot against the rocks. He closed his eyes and tried to calm himself and collect his thoughts.  The top of the cistern was still warm from the afternoon sun.  It felt good on his weary body. He was so tired.

A sound woke Joseph and he opened his eyes with some dificulty.  He found himself staring at that same golden cloud in the black sky directly above him.  Now that is strange.  He Thought.  He couldn’t help stair at it for a few seconds.  The inky sky was filled with stars now and yet the cloud seemed brighter than befor.  It was really quite beautiful.  He would have to show it to Mary.

That thought brought him back to the present.  He looked around, but could see little.  Where am I?  What am I doing here?  He thought.  Oh no!  How long have I been asleep?  Mary could be in labor right now and I am out here lying on a warm rock star gazing.  “Lord, take care of Mary and please show me how to get this water.

He rolled back onto his stomach, layed the pot to one side, and peared into the blackness of the cistern.  He tried to emagine that he was one of those eight daughters of that family Jonathan had told him about.  One or two of them had been here only hours before and managed to drain this cistern dry.  How did they do it.  Was there a special pot just for this purpose.  Was it here or did they bring it from home.  

Joseph peered through the darkness toward the nitch in the ledge where he had found the water pot and rope. A nitch just for the pot.  The thought stuck to his mind.  He wondered if the same person that made the cistern had made the nitch for the pot.  He wondered if he had made a nitch in the bottom of the cistern too.  A nitch that you could roll this pot into to get every bit of water from the cistern.

It must be there, but how am I going to find it?  He jumped to his feet and felt his way back to the pole and water jars he had carried from the stable.  He brought them to the cistern, untied the jars, and began poking the pole into the opening of the cistern.  In a matter of seconds, he had found an indention in the plaster bottom of the cistern.  “Great!”  he said.

He grabed the rope and water jar, lowered them in, and swong the jar to the place in the blackness where he had found the nitch.  After a few tries he managed to get the jar to roll into the nitch.  When he pulled it up it was half full of water.  “Oh thank you Lord!” he said as he poured the water into the large water jar attatched to the pole.

He was able to get both water jars about half full before the cistern ran dry.  As he pulled the last jar from the blackness of the cistern he held it up to the night sky and said, “Praise to God who gives water from the rock!”  As he lowered the jar, he noticed that the golden cloud seemed to have gotten bigger, or perhaps closser. He poured most of the water into the jars he would carry back to the stable and turned the jar up to his mouth to drink the rest. 

As he lowered the empty jar, he heard a sound.  It was the same sound that woke him up.  He stood motionless for a moment, but couldn’t here it again.  He put the jar back where he had found it, shoved the flat rock back over the opening of the cistern, and retied the jars to the pole.  Before picking up the water he looked at the golden cloud in the sky.  It was still there.

As he did, he heard the sound again.  It was remotely familer, but not anything he could place.  It was not sheep or a pack of cyotes, and it was not people talking.  What was it?  He looked in every direction, but couldn’t hear or see anything.  He cupped his hands to his ears and turned in every direction, but heard nothing.  In fact, he heard nothing, not a peep or chirp of any kind.  There was total silence, only broken by his own breathing. It was as if all of the natural world was holding it’s breath in silence.

Now that is strange!  He repeated the phrase again in his mind.  Now that is strange!  This was the second time tonight he had found himself thinking those words.  He slowly lifted his face toward the heavens.  There was the golden cloud, and, as he expected, there was that faint sound.  He quickly cupped his hands to his ears and held his breath, trying to identify the sound in the sky.

It was so far away.  It was something he had heard before, but not something common.  What in the world is that?  He thought.  He could feel his eyes grow wide as his lips said out loud what his mind had just realized, “It’s not in this world!”  

Joseph had heard the great choir at the temple in Jerusalem only a couple of times in his life.  He had been awe struck as their powerful voices filled the great chort yards of the temple mount with the praises of God.  This sound was like hearing a choir a thousand times bigger from a thousand miles away.

He looked in the direction of the stable.  Surly not!  “Lord, please don’t let Mary have your baby there by herself!  Help me Father.  Help me run like the wind!”

Joseph pulled off his turban and stuffed it into the top of one of the jars and his coat into the other.  He pulled the bottom of his inner garment up under his belt and pulled it tight.  He picked up the pole with the water jars balanced on his hands straight above his head, and ran.  

He wasn’t walking fast or trotting, he was running with the heavy water jars swinging from the pole suspended over his head.  Soon his heart was pounding in his chest and his lungs were burning.  The muscles and joints of his arms and shoulders felt like they were tearing apart, but he would not stop.  He would not fail his precious Mary in her time of travale.

He ran and ran. As he came around the ridge that led to the stable, he could see the fire he had started burning brightly.  He was surprised.  Had Mary put more wood on the fire?

He looked for the open window where he had hoped Mary would be watching for him, but it was clossed, as was the door.  As he came within a rocks throw of the stable, two figures stood up near the fire as if they heard him approaching.  Oh no!  The shepherds have come back and Mary was there by herself!  He thought.

“Hello!”  he manged to yell between gasps for breath.  

One of the figures by the fire began to run toward him and he heard a familiar voice.  “Hey Joseph.  Is that you?”

“Yes!” was all that Joseph could manage to say as he kept running.

Jonathan, the little Inn Keeper, began yelling at the top of his voice as soon as he heard Joseph’s voice.  “Hey, did you find the water?  Did you see the golden cloud up there?  Hey my Dad said you really carved that angel real good!”

Jonathan stopped in the path ten steps ahead of Joseph then jumped to one side when he realized Joseph wasn’t stopping.  

“Hi Inn Keeper!”  Joseph maneged to say as he ran past Johnathan.

Now Jonathan was running after him and yelling again.  “My mom knows all about babies and she said Mary is probably going to have one real soon!”

Joseph stopped in his tracks and swung around to face Jonathan, who ran right into him.  “Did you bring your Mom to take care of Mary?”

“Well, sort of.  I told Mom all the things you said, just like you said.  I didn’t lie or nothin.  My brother had to go find my Dad who was out looking for me and wow, you gotter hear what happened to them.  And well, anyway, they got back, and they were going to leave me at the Inn with my sister, but I cried a lot, and…”

“I get the picture.”  Joseph put the water down by the path and hugged Johathan.  “Thanks!  You really are a good little Inn Keeper.”

“Your kind of dirty and smelly!  Did you fall down or something?”

“Sorry about that.  That’s another story we’ll talk about later.”

Joseph started to stand.  “Did your mom bring water?”

“Well no.  I guess I told them that you all ready had plenty.  They’ve kinda been wanting you to get here real bad.”

“Oh my!” said Joseph as he spun around to pick up the water pots.

As he did, another man was just picking them up.  “I’ll get these, you go on in and see your wife, but knock first.”

“That’s my Dad!  He really is an Inn Keeper!”

“Thank you sir!  I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you being here.

Joseph didn’t wait for a response, he just ran to the stable and knocked.  “Mary, are you OK?”

“Come in.”  It was an unfamilar ladies voice.

Joseph took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves.  He stepped inside and clossed the door behind him.  His eyes went straight to Mary’s face.  He saw nothing else untill she smiled at Him.  “Are you OK?” she said.

“I asked first.” 

“Maybe so, but you look the worst!  Did you fall down or something?”

Joseph pushed sweaty curls back from his face and looked down at his clothes.  In the light of the stable he could see that they were filthy from crawling around in the mud looking for the spring.  Besides that, he was missing his coat and his inner garment was still tied up under his belt.  He was stairing at his own bonny knees.

He looked up at Johathan’s mother who was sitting next to Mary.  She was blushing.  “I’m sorry.” He said.  “It was dark, and there was this mud, and I was running, and can I tell that story later?  Are you OK?”

Mary was sitting cross legged on the hey.  She was sweaty and her face was flushed.

“She’s been hurting some, but everything is normal.  Did you get here with the water?”

“Uh, yes mam.  Your husband has it.  Mary, don’t you need to be laying down or something?

“She’s fine son.”  Johathan’s mother said as she stood and headed for the door. She put her hand on Joseph’s shoulder and looked him straight in the eye. “You hold her hand for a while, but don’t be telling her how to have a baby, do you understand me?  Now I’m going to be sure my husband remembers how to boil water."

“Yes mam, and thank you for coming!”

“You’re welcome.”

As the door clossed, Joseph went to Mary’s side and kissed her.  “I’m sorry it took me so long.  Were you alone for long? Are you OK?”

She took a deep breath, but did not answer.  Her normally beautiful face grimised with pain and she grabbed Josephe’s hands.  She moaned with the pain, but did not cry out.  Joseph felt that she was going to break his hands so he squeezed back in self defense.  

When the contraction was over, her hands fell limp at her side and she leaned back against the post.  “I’m Ok.” She said finally and opened her eyes.  “It hurts more than I expected.”  She looked Joseph in the eye and smilled.  “I knew you would be back in time with the water and I was never alone.  I think Pharoh the cat is really an angel and when the contractions started, here came Rahab, Johathan’s mom.”

“What does she say about the baby?”

“She says its coming fast!  Maybe an hour or so.”

They both put their hands on Mary’s tummy.  

“Can you believe this is really happening Joseph?”

Joseph looked deep into Mary’s eyes.  “Yes, actually, I can.  By the way, I know where the angels are!  They’re at choir practice!”
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