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STORY I

Soseph

The Protective Stepfather

%ﬁ orchids distracted fiim.

Joseph had been busy that day. He and his dad worked on
a new house being built at the edge of town, and then this af-
ternoon Joseph finished a food cart and two chairs. Now he
was working on the gift no-6ne knew about.

The little prayer table.

For months Joseph hdd been gathering beautiful cuts of
olive wood, and when the day’s tasks were done he would cut
the pieces into sections and polish them until the grain shone
like glass. The table was assembled now, the joints fastened.
Joseph studied his work and smiled.

Once they were married, he and Mary would come to-
gether at this table in the early morning before the Lord, re-
flecting on God’s Word and lifting their requests and praises
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before Him. Four hundred years of silence hung over the Jew-
ish people since the last prophet had spoken on behalf of
God. Now all of Israel was waiting. For a sign or a prophet.

For the Messiah.

Joseph imagined sitting at the prayer table with Mary,
joining their people by praying for answers, praying for deliv-
erance. He dreamed about the time, a year from now, when
he could share that life with her. Joseph tenderly moved the
small table to the corner of his workshop. Other nights he
might've worked later, but this was Wednesday—the one day
each week when he visited Mary. Today would be even more
special because of the orchids.

He put away his tools, swept the earthen floor, and
then—with the sun just beginning to set—he hurried out to
the field behind the carpenter shop. For a moment he studied
the spray of purple orchids and he felt a smile take over his
face. Mary loved orchids. One day soon he would build her a
home with a view of this very field.

So that Mary could have orchids as often as spring al-
lowed.

“Orchids are God’s' reminder that we can always start
over,” she would tell him. He'brought them to her as often as
he could.

Joseph gathered a full’bouquetand then stopped at the
doorway of his parents”house. “Going to Mary’s.” He smiled at
his mother.

“Give her our love.” His mother nodded at him. “And her
parents also.”

“I will.” Joseph was anxious. He looked forward all week

to this day. “Be back in a few hours.”
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“Son.” His mother stood, and her eyes looked deeper than
before. Slowly she came to him.

“Yes.”

“I'm proud of you, if 1 haven't said so in a while. Your
work . . . your faith . . . the way you love Mary.” She nodded,
more emotional, as if she was trying to find the right words.
“You're a righteous young man, Joseph. I'm a blessed woman
indeed.”

Joseph lowered the bouquet of orchids. “Thank you. That
means a lot.”

“l don't say it enough.” His mother reached out and
hugged him, the sort of hug that could say more than a thou-
sand words. She stepped back. “Now go see that beautiful girl
of yours.”

Joseph thought about his mother’s words all the way to
Mary’s house. Did she really see him that way—righteous? He
was only twenty years old, with nowhere near enough experi-
ence to be wise or mature. Still, his parents thought he was a
good man. It was the greatest compliment anyone could've
given him, and Joseph knew hed remember his mother’s
words always.

The street was busy, withimen and women gathered in the
fronts of various houses sharing the day’s business or the con-
dition of crops in the distant fields. In Joseph’s mind, Naza-
reth shone brighter than other towns in Israel. The people
were closer-knit, friendlier” Ghildren’ grety up and stayed in
Nazareth, sharing in each other’s lives for decades. Joseph
knew all his neighbors’ first names, their trials and triumphs,
the depth of their faith. Almost as if the entire town were one

big family. Nazareth was home. Joseph had loved growing up
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here, and in the years to come this was where he and Mary
would raise their family.

Joseph could hardly wait.

Fte rounded @ corner and saw her house, on a modest lot of
land near the edge of town. Often this time of night Mary
would be out back, staring at the distant valley, praying to God
or dreaming of the days ahead. Joseph walked in that direc-
tion and sure enough: she was sitting on a blanket, her long
dark hair blowing in the breeze. He walked without a sound,
but she must have sensed he was near because she turned to
him. “Joseph!”

He stopped, his feet frozen in place, the flowers at his
side. For a long moment, he simply admired her. Her honey-
smooth complexion and the fine features of her profile. The
way her eyes caught the light from the setting sun. She hur-
ried to her feet and ran to him. Joseph caught her in his
arms.

He ran his hand along the-hack of her head and then
carefully distanced himself fromher. “I've missed you.”

“Me, too.” She looked breathless, her face all lit up. “See-
ing you . . . it’s the best part of the week.”

He wished he could htig her again, hold her longer than a
few seconds. But that'would have to wait. Joseph held up the
orchids. “For you.”

Her eyes softened. She took the tlowers and breathed in
their fragrance. “You always do that.”

“Do what?” He maintained the space between them. He
could visit Mary once a week and greet her with a hug. Even

hold hands now and then. But nothing more.
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“Nice things.” Mary stared at the flowers and then lifted
her eyes to him. “For no reason.”

Joseph felt his smile fade. “You're my reason, Mary. Now
and always.”

“Orchids are my favorite.” She smiled at him. “I just
wish . . .” She looked to the valley beyond.

“What do you wish?” He started walking back to her blan-
ket in the grass. She fell in step beside him.

Mary waited until they sat down before she caught his
gaze again. ‘I wish we were getting married tomorrow. A year
seems so long.”

“Hmmm. For me, too.” He watched her set the flowers at
the corner of the blanket and lean back on her hands.

Her smile melted his heart. “If only I weren't so young.”

She had a point. Custom required couples to wait a year
after they were betrothed. And Joseph and Mary had been
betrothed only a short while. “It's our parents’ fault.” He
chuckled, teasing her. “They should've arranged this a long
time ago.”

“l know.” Mary's sweet laughter joined his. “What were
they thinking?”

Joseph took Mary's hand and worked his fingers through
hers. They had known each other forever, as far back as either
of them could remember.‘A little silence between them was
comfortable.

Moments like this/ Joseph/couldn’t help but go back to
the beginning. When he was little more than a boy, Joseph’s
family had spent time with Mary’s family during one long hol-
iday. As the night fell, Joseph found Mary with the other kids
near the river. He pulled her aside and took her hand. “I'm

going to marry you when we grow up,” he told her.
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She had blushed and giggled. “That’s not your choice.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He remembered sticking his chest out.
“It'll happen. I just think so.”

In fact, lots of men Joseph’s age would've chosen Mary.
But the friendship between Joseph and Mary’s families
worked in Joseph’s favor and it became the answer to his
prayers. It was really going to happen. He was going to marry
the girl of his dreams.

“What are you thinking?” Mary’s voice was soft, like music
on the wind.

Joseph grinned. “How great God is, letting me have you
for the rest of my life.”

She looked down at her lap, her smile lifting her pretty
mouth. When she caught his gaze, her innocence shone
brighter than the setting sun. “God is so great, Joseph.” She
looked at the valley again. “I love talking to Him. Seeking His
will.” She found Joseph'’s eyes. “I've done that since I was a lit-
tle girl.”

Joseph took a deep breath and admired Mary. Everyone
knew about her faith. More thap®any of the young women in
town, Mary loved God, and the proof showed in her eyes. He
ran his thumb along Mary'sthand and breathed in deep, enjoy-
ing the clear spring air. “I feel'God has something big for us,
Mary. Right here in Nazaréeth.”

“Like what?” She angled her head, admiration bright in
her expression. “A bigger catpentry shop?”

“Maybe.” Joseph narrowed his eyes and watched the
streaky sky. “I don’t know. I just feel it.” It was getting late, so
he helped her to her feet. “Whatever God has ahead, as long

as I'm with you, I'm ready.”
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Mary didn’t say anything. The look in her eyes told him
she agreed with every word, and whatever God had planned
for them, they were ready.

They would face it together.

oseph wasn't sure when the trouble began. Had he said some-
thiﬁg that offended Mary or scared her? Either way, she was
gone to Jerusalem, to her cousin Elizabeth’s house in the hill
country of Judea. She had left just one very clear instruction.

Tell Joseph not to follow me.

That was three months ago. Three long, unbearable months.

It was late afternoon, the day’s work done, and Joseph
paced the carpenter shop, kicking up dirt from the floor. Every
time he passed the window he stopped and stared out. The
orchids had faded in the scorching summer heat and now only
a few of the purple flowers dotted the fields and valleys
around Nazareth.

Joseph looked at the prayer table. It was finished now.
Ready for the future. The only reminder of that awful Wednes-
day when he'd walked to hershouse and found her gone. Her
mother had cried when shé"gave him the news. Mary wasn't
home. She'd joined a caravan from Nazareth and headed to her
cousin’s house, not far from' Jerusalem.

“She gave no explanation.” Her mother had clearly been
confused. “Of coursel/trust her/Mary/has never given me a
reason to doubt.” She paused. “But I have no answers. I'm so
sorry, Joseph.”

The earth might as well have opened up and swallowed

Joseph whole. Jerusalem was a five-day walk from Nazareth.
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Mary had been fine the week before. Why in the world would
she leave? And why hadn't she wanted him to follow her?
Why hadn'’t she told him?

Joseph had been worried sick over her absence every day
since. Not only that, but after so much time, people in Naza-
reth were beginning to talk. Like him, they wondered why
Mary would go to Jerusalem, alone. Why hadn't she told Jo-
seph about her plans, and what had she been doing these past
three months?

He paced again and stopped at the open door. Dear God,
where is she? I love her more than my own life. He waited, lis-
tening. A summer storm approached on the horizon, but he
heard no voice of God, no assurance that Mary still loved him
or wanted to marry him.

No certainty that she was even alive.

Father, please . . . protect my Mary. Keep her safe as she's so
far from home. Please, God. Joseph didn't care about the talk
around town. Sure, he took a few questionable glances and
yes, people whispered more when he walked down the street.
Never mind any of that All he cared about was Mary. Know-
ing that she'd arrived safely at her cousin’s house . . . holding
out hope that she’d come home soon.

He walked slowly back tosthe corner of the shop and ran
his hand over the prayer table.

His fingers traced the swirly grain of the wood, the glossi-
ness of the surface. Heé fas about/to pray once more for Mary’s
safe return when he heard someone yelling. Joseph thought he
recognized the voice. He ran to the door and saw a young boy
running toward him, his sandals slapping hard at the road be-
neath his feet. Joseph knew him immediately. He was the

youngest son of the family who lived next door to Mary.
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Joseph hurried to meet the child. “What is it? What hap-
pened?” he called out, his tone desperate.

“Mary!” The boy’s grin stretched across his face. “She’s
back! She just came home! My mama told me to come tell
you!”

And just like that, Joseph felt his world right itself.

Mary was alive and she was back. He would go to her and
they would talk and she would explain everything: why she
left and the reason she was gone so long and how come she
didn’t want him to follow her. In a few hours it would all make
sense.

As soon as he could talk to Mary.

Toseph didi't quit running until he reached her house, but the
moment he saw her he stopped cold. Mary was sitting on her
favorite blanket behind the house, facing the distant fields and
valleys. Even from here he wanted only to take in the sight of
her, his heart pounding out his relief, his legs trembling. He
had missed her every day, every hour.

Now, finally, she was home.-She was here.

And she was his.

Before he could hurry the'rest of the way to her side, he
caught a glimpse of her profile @and in the time it took to
breathe in, something happened. Doubt rained over the mo-
ment. She was changed. Her/expression or her posture. As if
she'd aged a decade in three months. A shiver of fear ran
down his neck.

Whatever had happened since the last time he saw her,
Joseph had the feeling the news was going to change their

lives. The closer he came to her, the more sure he was about
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the change. Her eyes were different. Guarded, or maybe deep
with resolve.

“Mary . . ." He held out his hand but she didn't take it.

“Sit with me. Please.” She slid over and nodded to the
empty spot on the blanket. “I have something to tell you.”

Joseph's heart beat so hard he could barely breathe. He
sat down and searched her eyes, her face. “I missed you.”

Her expression softened. “I missed you, too.” Mary drew a
slow, deep breath, never breaking eye contact. “Joseph ... I'm
pregnant.”

The world stopped spinning.

Joseph could feel himself falling . . . falling someplace
dark and deep and otherworldly. What had she said? Mary
was pregnant? No, that couldnt be it. But those were her
words, and now . . . He managed to stand and walk to the
edge of the bluff. Breathe, Joseph. You have to breathe. She
couldn'’t be pregnant unless . . .

Shock flooded his veins, rushed at his heart, but already
another emotion was rising to the surface. A sort of pain Jo-
seph had never known before. He hung his head. What was
he supposed to do next? Howcould he—

“Joseph.” She had followed himj her tone urgent. She took
gentle hold of his shoulder. “Fheré’simore. Please . . .

He took a step closer to the edge of the bluff, away from
her touch. There was more? He turned to her. If only she
didn’t look so beautiful {Even/now, when she was breaking his
heart. “What?” He shrugged. “What else is there?”

“It's not what you think.” Mary had never looked so upset
and so at peace, all at the same time. “I was . . . visited by an
angel.”

He stared at her and no words came. None at all. He had
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to be dreaming because nothing made sense. “An angel,
Mary? Really?”

“Yes.” She paused. “Joseph, you have to believe me.” A
calm came over her. She stood a little straighter, her expres-
sion set. “I haven't been with a man. I love only you.”

The hurt was so great he had to remind himself to exhale.
“You were gone three months.”

“I left after . . . after the angel talked to me.”

Joseph was too dazed to do anything but stand and listen.
Maybe if he gave her a chance to tell her story a clap of thun-
der would sound and he would wake up. He folded his arms
and braced himself.

The breeze caught Mary’s hair and she squinted, her eyes
locked on his. “It was the night after you brought me orchids.
[ was out back, behind my house down the valley.” She caught
her hair with one hand and held it. “I know you tell me not to
go too far away from the house alone, but the stars were beau-
tiful and I needed to pray. Down in the valley, that's my favor-
ite place. Just God and me.”

Her story picked up speed. fiew that he was letting her
talk. “I sat on the big rock, and just as | started to talk to the
Lord, this . . . this angel man‘appeared.”

Joseph shook his head and'stared at the ground. When he
looked up he saw tears in Mary’s eyes. The first time he'd ever
seen her cry. He tried to keep his hurt and anger in check.
“What did this . . . angel say?’

She dabbed at her eyes, her voice steady despite her obvi-
ous sadness. “I'm not making this up, Joseph. You have to be-
lieve me.”

“I'm trying.”

“Okay.” Mary sniffed and breathed in. “He told me the
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craziest thing I've ever heard. He greeted me and told me he
was the angel Gabriel. Then he told me I was highly favored.
He said the Lord was with me.” She looked back at the blan-
ket. “Please . . . can we sit down? I'm tired.”

Joseph fought off his hurt. He followed her to the blanket
and as they sat, he faced her, leaving more space than usual.
“Go on.”

“I was scared to death, of course. | mean, he was real, Jo-
seph. Like a man only all dressed in white and he, 1 don’t
know, he . . . sort of glowed.” Mary shook her head and stared
at the valley beyond. “I thought I would pass out or my heart
would stop.” She looked at Joseph. “But he told me not to be
afraid. Then he said it again—that I'd found favor with God.”

One thing was certain. Mary believed the story. Joseph
could see that much in her eyes.

“What he said next . . .” Her voice fell, and she looked
nervous for the first time. She seemed to gather her strength.
“He told me I was going to conceive and give birth to a son.
I'm supposed to call Him Jesus.”

“Jesus.” Joseph blinked.

“Yes. Jesus.” She put her hand on her stomach, protective.
“The boy—my baby—th¢ angel said He would grow to be
great, and that . . . He would‘be ‘ealled the Son of the Most
High.” Her tone filled with awe. “Sen of the Most High, Jo-
seph. The child inside me.” She hesitated. “The angel said
God would give this boy the throne of Tis father, David . . .
and that He would reign over Jacob’s descendants forever.”
Her voice dropped to barely a whisper, her eyes wide. “He told
me Jesus’s kingdom would never end.”

Again Joseph wanted to run or shout or find some way out

of this insane conversation. Mary had never acted like this,
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never talked this way. Whatever had happened over the last
three months, he couldn’t begin to make sense of it.

“I know . . . I didn’t understand, either.” She folded her
hands in her lap and lifted her eyes to the sky. “I asked the
angel how any of this could be. I told him I'm . . . I'm a virgin.”

Joseph clenched his jaw, struggling.

“But he said the Holy Spirit would come over me and . . .
the power of the Most High would overshadow me.” Her
breathing picked up some. “This is the hardest part. He
said . . . this baby boy would be the Son of God. Those were
his exact words.”

That was all Joseph could take.

He stood and stared at Mary for a few heartbeats. Then
he turned and walked to the edge of the bluff once more. The
Son of God? Only one deserved that title: the Messiah. The
Savior. The one the Hebrew people had waited hundreds of
years to see.

Was she serious? Mary wanted him to believe the baby in
her womb was the Son of God? He felt sick. Shocked, and
hurt, and angry. He needed to getiaway from here, away from
her. When he turned aroundishe was there, standing a few
feet away, pain and heartache written across her face. He
shook his head. “I need to go.”

“I'm telling the truth.” Tears filled her eyes again. “After
that, the angel told me ... "about Elizabeth. My cousin. The
angel said she was going tohave'a'child] too. And that she was
six months along.”

He controlled his emotions. “Your cousin?”

“Yes. The last thing he said was that no word from God
would ever fail.”

Joseph felt a ripple of fear. “You know what you're saying,
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right? You're talking about the Messiah. That’s not something
to make up.”

“I...am ... not making this up.” For the first time Mary
sounded upset. Almost angry.

“Okay.” From the depths of his heart Joseph felt the
slightest compassion begin to stir. If he wasn't dreaming,
whatever had happened with Mary, she believed it. Absolutely.
Maybe she'd lost her mind, but she believed the crazy story.
Even if it bordered on blasphemous. “That’s why you went to
Judea? Because the . . . angel told you Elizabeth was preg-
nant?”

“Yes! Exactly!” She stood straighter, hopeful. “I mean, I
told the angel that I was the Lord’s servant. I said, ‘May your
word to me be fulfilled.”” She blinked, clearly overwhelmed by
the experience. “Then he left. He was gone as quickly as he
appeared.” She stared at Joseph, right through him. “I had to
go to Elizabeth. First, before I talked to anyone else. Because
if it was true about her being six months’ pregnant, then . . .
well, then everything the angel said had to be true.”

“And?” Joseph's tone was mere in control, but the shock
hadn't let up.

Mary took her time, dsfif' hernext words were sacred. “It
was just as the angel said. Elizabeth was pregnant and . . .
when | walked in she said her‘baby leapt in her womb.”
Again she put her hand over her flat stomach. “She already
knew . . . She calléd e the/mothériof Tier Lord. Really, Jo-
seph. I'm serious.”

He'd heard all he could take. But for all the heartache and
disbelief flooding his heart, he knew this—he couldn’t be
angry with Mary. She was pregnant and she believed her

strange, unreal story. Both things would forever change the
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plans they'd had three months ago. Joseph steadied himself.
No matter what had happened he loved her too much to be
angry, too much to use harsh words or disdain.

Joseph took a step back. “I need to leave.”

“But . ..” Fresh hurt darkened her eyes. “I want to tell you
about Elizabeth and John, about my time there.”

“Later.” He closed the distance between them and
touched her shoulder for a brief moment. He still loved her so
much. “I have to get back.” He felt the sadness in his expres-
sion. If she’d committed adultery, the penalty was too great to
consider. He exhaled, defeated. “I have a lot to think about,
Mary. About us . . . about what happens next.”

She hung her head, broken, and for a few seconds he
wondered if she might admit the truth about the pregnancy.
Something more believable than an angel and the Son of God.
Instead she lifted her eyes one last time. “Go.” A new strength
seemed to resonate from her soul. “I will pray that God shows
you the truth.”

Joseph nodded. And with a final look, he turned and
walked home from Mary’s house).down the main street and
past the fields of fading orchids. The whole time he was con-
sumed with just one thought.

His betrothal to Mary wasfinished.

Tosepl couldn't eat oF sle¢p\His patents asked him about Mary,
but he could only shake his head. “T need a few hours. I'll talk
then.”

He went out back and took the trail behind his house to
the valley floor. Maybe here he could somehow gain under-

standing. Joseph found a smooth ledge, sat down, and stared
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straight ahead. If an angel were going to visit him, this would
be a great time. But he heard only the summer breeze and
utter silence.

The facts stood like armed soldiers, swords drawn and
aimed straight at his heart. Mary was pregnant. After being
gone three months without warning she was home and she
was going to have a baby. Rather than come out and say what
happened, whom she'd been with, or how the guy had
wormed his way into her life, she’d come up with a story no
one would believe. What was he supposed to do? Stay with
her? What would their friends and family think? His reputa-
tion would be destroyed right alongside hers. And if Mary
tried to use the angel story to explain herself, things would get
worse.

He and Mary would be unrighteous and crazy.

Why had she turned her back on him and their dreams?
How could she have been with another man when she had al-
ways loved him? Only him. The valley walls felt as if they
were closing in around him. If he called her out, if he reported
her, then she would face a certaimending.

She would be taken to the city [imits and stoned.

The love of his life. His‘Mary;

He wasn't dreaming. Mary was pregnant and despite her
nonsensical ramblings, one thing was true: he wasn't the fa-
ther. She had to be out of her mind, because the Mary he
knew would never have betrayed him. Never. Joseph put his
hands over his face and for the first time since he'd heard the
news, he let the tears come.

Angry, desperate, heartbroken tears. No matter what
Mary had done, regardless of the reason, he still loved her. He
couldn'’t bear to see her stoned to death. They might as well
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stone him, too. The sobs shook his shoulders and made it
hard to breathe. What was he supposed to do? He wiped his
face with the back of his hands and stood, looking one direc-
tion and then the next. As if there might be some way out. But
there was none.

None except one.

Joseph lifted his eyes to the hills, his jaw clenched.
“Where does my help come from?” The broken cry filled the
air. He pushed on, determined. “My help comes from the
Lord.” He gritted his teeth even as hot tears made their way
down his cheek. “The Maker of heaven and earth.”

Yes, the psalmist was right. Joseph had known the words
to the Holy Scriptures since he was a boy. They had never
meant more. “Help me, God . . . You neither slumber nor
sleep. Help me now.”

The breeze kicked up a spray of loose dirt and it turned to
mud on Joseph’s tear-stained face. He wiped it with his shirt,
clearing his eyes. When he could see again he raised both
hands to heaven. “Why, God?” His sides heaved. “Help me!”

The sun was setting, and Joseph knew better than to be
here alone after dark. Leopards-and hyenas would smell him
and sense his vulnerability/He looked across the valley floor
and to the sky once more. Nosangels here. A numbness came
over him and gradually his‘eyes dried. He climbed the hill. He
couldn’t really feel hisfeet.

With every step thereality hit him again.

Back at the house he found his father. Joseph mustve
looked awful, because his dad stood slowly and came to him.
“Son, what is it?”

The story took most of an hour to sort through. Joseph'’s

father was quiet, the weight of the situation heavy around



18 THE FAmILY OF JESUS

them. After a long time, Joseph clenched his fists. “They can't
kill her.” His head hurt and he ached from the hole where his
heart used to be. “I can'’t let them do it.”

Sadness replaced the shock in his father’s eyes. Slowly he
nodded and took a deep breath. “Do you have any ideas?
What to do next?”

Joseph was desperate for a way out. Suddenly an idea
came to him. “I suppose I could . . . I could file a divorce de-
cree quietly, without bringing attention to it . . . And maybe
the religious leaders would think the two of us separated be-
fore this . . . before she . . .”

“l understand.” The older man seemed to know that Jo-
seph couldn’t finish the sentence.

The pain of Mary’s unfaithfulness would remain until his
last breath. But Mary’s life might be spared if the idea worked.
Joseph nodded. “It’s a good plan. I'll try it.”

Joseph had never felt more exhausted. He dragged him-
self to bed, but before he fell asleep he pictured her again.
Mary. The only girl he'd ever loved. He rolled on his side and
stared into the darkness. I trust You, God. But I never imagined
this. He closed his eyes. Tomorrow he would file the divorce
decree. He would do everything in his power to keep it quiet.
He closed his eyes. What he reallyneeded was a miracle, that
tomorrow morning he would wake up and all of this would be
nothing more than abad dream. Mary would be pure. She

would be home.

And she would be his.

;%As'.(/j// was o e deepest sleep he'd had in ages when a light
fell around him. He was still sleeping. He knew that. But the
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light grew brighter, more brilliant than anything Joseph had
ever seen or imagined. Terror gripped him and the overpower-
ing light blinded him. Before he could move or speak, a voice
called out, “Joseph, do not be afraid.”

Joseph’s heart slammed against his chest and he shielded
his eyes, barely squinting into the light. “Who . . . who are
you?”

“I am the angel of the Lord.” The voice was strong and
sure, full of peace.

Terror seized him. What was this? His body began to
shake and gradually his eyes adjusted. He could see the angel
standing beside his bed. He sat up a little straighter, his teeth
chattering. He could barely focus above the sound of his
pounding heart. “What . . . do you want from me?”

“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home
as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the
Holy Spirit.”

The Holy Spirit? Joseph felt the hair on his neck stand up.
That's what Mary had said. Her words exactly. The baby in her
was from God alone. He blinked. a few times and nodded.
“Mary told me that.”

A look of utter truth shone in the angel’s face. “She will
give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus,
because He will save His people from their sins.”

Before Joseph could speak, the angel was gone and it was
morning. Joseph wokeé tipland ¢limbedfout of bed, breathing
hard, his heart pounding. Whatever had happened during his
sleep, he knew one thing: God had sent the angel as an an-
swer to his prayers.

Now he had to find Mary.

Never mind that the sun was barely up, Joseph dressed
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quickly and hurried through town to get to her. He reached her
house and again found her outside, staring at the distant valley,
sitting on the same blanket as the night before. She probably
hadn’t slept. She must've been deeply hurt by Joseph's reac-
tion, afraid of all she might face if he didn’t believe her.

She stood as he walked up and this time Joseph didn't
hesitate. He hugged her, a desperate sort of hug. “The angel,”
he told her as he drew back, “he visited me, too. Everything
you said, it was true.”

Mary hesitated, as if she needed time for his words to
reach the depths of her heart. “Really?” Joy dawned gradually
in her eyes and her smile spoke of how desperately she
needed him. “I told you.”

“Our family . . . our friends.” He searched her eyes.
“They'll never believe us.”

“No. But we have each other.” Sadness colored her ex-
pression, even as her smile remained. “And one day genera-
tions will believe.”

Generations. Joseph felt the weight of the responsibility.
His voice fell to a whisper. “You're earrying the Savior of the
world, Mary. The Messiah. The One our people have been
waiting for.”

“It’s all I can think about.”

He took hold of her hands. “None of this will be easy. You
know that.”

She nodded, her eyes losttin his! I have you.”

“Yes. Always.” Love and loyalty and a fierce protection
welled up in Joseph. “I will stay by your side every step of the
way. Whatever happens, | will be here, Mary. Nothing will
harm you and the baby, not as long as I am living.” He looked

deep into her eyes. “You will never be alone.”
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“Never.” Tears filled her eyes. “We'll get through this to-
gether.”

%‘ /LW/}/J{?/S around fown started when Mary was in her seventh
month.

At least their parents believed them—reluctantly, but
still, Mary and Joseph had their support. The same wasn’t
true for the rest of Nazareth. At first it was just a murmur
from a few shopkeepers as Mary walked by, but quickly the
news spread through all of Nazareth. Joseph hated the way
even the young girls whispered and pointed at Mary. He went
to her early one morning. Again they met in the field behind
her house. Joseph took her hands. “I can’t stand this. We
have to do something.”

From the first day Mary returned from Judea she'd had a
supernatural peace about her. But in that moment she looked
scared to death. “What if they . . . stone me?”

“ talked to my father about that. If I don'’t press charges,
then no one will think you've been.with another man.”

“But they think you and [ 2"

The breeze off the canyon“ptayed around them for a few
minutes. Neither of them speke. Finally Joseph drew a deep
breath and straightened his shoulders. “I don't care what they
think about me. It's you, Mary.” He took her in his arms and
ran his hand along her back: You'don't deserve this.”

Her cheeks were wet when they drew back. “God chose
me to carry the Savior.” She dabbed at her tears. “No other girl
can say that.”

Joseph looked at her, and then with the gentlest touch he
placed his hand alongside her face. “You're so brave, Mary. |
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love you more than ever before.” He paused. “I think it’s time
you stay inside more. With your parents. Until the baby
comes.”

The fear in her face eased, but a desperate concern re-
mained. “Will you . . . come to see me still?”

“As often as | can . . . without harming your reputation.”
He allowed himself to be lost in her innocent eyes. “God will

help us survive.”

The fiours passed s oy, painfully. When Joseph couldn't stand
the whiépers and gossip, he went to the religious leaders
and told them the truth. The whole truth. Clearly the men
were shocked, stroking their beards and nodding in disbe-
lief. They didn't call Joseph a liar, but they asked a hundred
questions until Joseph had repeated himself too many times
to count.

In the end the meeting didn't help at all. The conversa-
tion with the religious leaders never became fact on the
streets of Nazareth. If people got wind of the story, it only
fanned the flames of gossip. Not only was Mary pregnant out
of wedlock, but she and Joseph had cooked up some insane
idea about the baby being the"Messiah. Joseph could practi-
cally hear the townspeople as he‘passed them on the way to
Mary’s house.

The pain and humiliation continuedyuntil a distraction
came along.

It came in the form of a decree passed randomly and
without notice by Emperor Augustus. The decree called for a

census of all of Israel, which meant every man was to report
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to the city of his birth to be counted. For Joseph, that meant a
weeklong trip by donkey to Bethlehem. Of course there was
one problem.

Mary was days away from delivering.

e contractions fad been coming off and on for two days. Jo-
seph liked to think he could care for Mary and protect her on
a journey like the one to Bethlehem. Instead, problems began
their first day out. The nights were colder than he anticipated,
and their food supply was questionable. Mary felt sick most
of the time and their pace was only about half what it should
be—especially with the baby almost here.

Joseph kept his eyes straight ahead, the donkey’s lead rope
wrapped around his hand. They had to clear the mountain
pass before they could find a place to stay for the night.

“Joseph! Another!” Mary cried out.

“I'm here.” He kept hold of the rope and ran to Mary’s
side. He took her hand. “Squeeze my fingers. Hold on!”

She breathed hard, her eyes shut tight. “Pray! Please.”

“I will.” Joseph steadied herwith his other hand. “Father,
be with us!” he cried out.”*We ¢ant have a baby out here.
Please! We need Your help, God. Right now!”

Mary’s grip on his hand eased ‘and she slumped against
him, clearly worn out.“T'm not sure .. .1 can do this.”

“You can.” He refused o let fear spill into his voice. “God
is with us. He knew there would be a census. We have to be-
lieve that.”

For half a minute Mary didn’'t move or speak or do any-
thing but hold on to him, her whole body trembling. Then,
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gradually, she took a few deep breaths and sat up straighter.
“The pain’s gone. We can keep going.” Her lips lifted in a half
smile, but her eyes showed her weariness. “I'm ready.”

“You're sure?” Joseph would carry her in his arms all the
way to Bethlehem if he had to. “You're strong enough?”

“l am.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “Just . . . a little
dizzy.”

Joseph looked at the back of the donkey. “You see the
cross? On his back there?” All donkeys had the marking of a
large black cross high on their backs. Something they were
born with. This one was no exception.

Mary nodded. “I see it. Of course.”

“Tust focus on the center of the cross and hold on. That
way you won't fall.”

She did as he said and an hour passed as they climbed the
mountain with the rest of the caravan headed to Bethlehem.
Joseph could credit only a miracle from God that no more
pains seized Mary. She remained well even as Joseph prepared
their separate tents. A few campfires burned around them,
and Joseph led Mary to one of.them where he heated up a
pack of smoked fish, some bread; and olives.

On their walk back to“their tents, Joseph put his arm
around Mary. “How are you?"

“Fine.” She smiled up at him.“Really.”

“God is good.” He felt himself relax a little. If they kept
their pace they'd be in/Bethlehem in'twordays. “Maybe we'll
make it after all.”

“Mmmm.” They reached the tents and Mary turned to
him. “I like this.”

“What?” It was the craziest thing she could've said. “The

journey?”



OSEPH 25
J 5

She laughed. “Well, not that.” Her eyes held his. “The
people around the fire, on the caravan. They don't know us.
No one’s pointing or . . . whispering.”

“Aww, Mary.” Joseph took her in his arms. “I'm so sorry. All
you've been through . . . I would've done anything to spare you
a minute of it.”

“I know.” She drew back. “I couldn’t do this without you,
Joseph.”

“Come get me if you need me. No matter the hour.” He
touched the side of her face.

She smiled. “No woman ever loved a man more than |
love you.”

Mary meant every word. Joseph could see that in her
eyes. When he turned in that night—despite the chilly air and
two days’ travel ahead, despite Mary’s delicate condition and
every wild uncertainty about the future—he fell asleep filled
with joy for one reason.

Mary loved him.

Uliey made it fo Bethlehem jus in fime.

The pains were reguldrmow, ¢lose enough that Mary said
she knew the baby was coming. After all, she'd just watched
her cousin Elizabeth go through childbirth. They had maybe a
few hours, but now they had another problem—one Joseph
had never expected.

Because of the census, the town was packed. People were
setting up tents in the city street. But that would never do for
Mary, not in her condition. They made it to the inn and he led
Mary on the donkey straight to the front door. A man an-
swered, upset, bothered. “What is it?”
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“My wife . . . she’s about to have a baby. Please, sir. We
need a room.”

The man peered around Joseph at Mary. At the same time
another pain took hold of her. Joseph ran to her side and held
her until it passed. “Sir, please!” he yelled. “We have nowhere
to go.”

“We're full. The census. Every room in the city is taken.”
He gave a sad shake of his head and shut the door.

Panic coursed through Joseph. What was he supposed to
do? His hands shook as he led the donkey away from the inn.
Maybe one of the residents had a spot in his home. Joseph
started down the street, knocking at the doorway of each
house he came to. And each time he would explain: “My wife
is in labor . . . the baby could come anytime. Please . . . can
you rent us a room?”

Some people closed the door before Joseph finished
speaking. Others suggested neighbors or businesses. But after
nearly two hours of searching the answer was the same. There
was no room for Mary and Joseph.

Night lay heavy over Bethlehem when Mary cried out
louder than before. “I can't deo this, Joseph. I can’t go another
moment. Please.”

He ran to her side, but this time she seemed different.
Her body and face were tense and she couldn'’t sit upright. Jo-
seph’s heart slammed around in"his chest. She couldn’t have
the baby on the side of the road’ Joseph stared at the starry
sky and whispered, “God, don’t You see us? We need You!
Please, Lord!”

At the same moment something caught his attention. A
stable in a cave not far from them. A covered room. He gritted
his teeth. “Hold on, Mary. I have an idea.”
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She lay collapsed over the neck of the donkey as Joseph
eased the animal across the field toward the stable. He
opened the door and stepped inside. Cobwebs stuck to his
face and the smell nearly made him gag. A few cows had al-
ready entered and were bedded down for the night.

Joseph felt the animals watching him as his eyes adjusted.
Then he saw something that might help. An animal trough. A
manger. Near it was an area of hay. “This'll work,” he muttered
to himself. He spread his cloak over the hay and helped Mary
to the spot. “How are you?”

She was damp with sweat, her body limp as her eyes met
his. “I'm scared. It hurts so much and [

Another pain seized her. Joseph knelt by her side and
stroked her hair, held her hand. Help her, God . . . please help
her. Eventually the pain let up, but it was followed by another
and another until finally, mercifully, the baby came. His cry
filled the stable, strong and healthy. Joseph wrapped Him in
the rags from his pack and placed Him in Mary’s arms.

Her smile gave him permission to relax for the first time
in days. They were in a barn, yes,But the baby was here and
He was healthy, and, most ofiall, Mary was okay. They were
going to make it.

“Look at Him. He’s beautiful.”™ Mary couldn’t take her
eyes off the child. “Isn't He beautiful, Joseph?”

“He is.” For a long moment they stared at the child. “The
Savior of the world liés/in your Arms. It’s more than I can un-
derstand.”

“Me, too.” Their eyes met and a knowing passed between
them. In all the world only the two of them knew that hun-
dreds of years of silence had been broken. The Messiah had

come and He now lay in the arms of His teenage mother.



