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This is the true story about a man from Galilee who lived some two thousand years ago. It is told through the eyes of the people who knew him best: a mother, a sceptic, a fisherman, a friend and a woman from Magdala.

Most died for their conviction that these events occurred in all their fullness. 

Many consider what you’re about to read: 

The Greatest Story Ever Told …




   
How to Use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.





I will tell things that have been secrets since the world was made.

Matthew 13:35

ANCIENT PROPHETS AND Far Eastern mystics had foretold this man’s life for many hundreds of years.

A coming king who would hold the very keys to the kingdom of heaven itself.

Yet into first-century Yehuda – a region of the Roman Empire – an impoverished child was born, who fled with his family as a refugee to Egypt but then returned and worked as a simple carpenter and stonemason. He eventually became a renegade. To others a redeemer.

This man was born into a time of turmoil, into a people who lived under the fear and control of one of the most brutal and expansive empires ever to have existed.

He owned seemingly nothing, yet many claimed he had power over every force of good and evil.

How he lived – his words, his actions – altered the world forever.

Many called him Master, yet others labelled him a ‘glutton and a drunkard’. Many whose lives were reportedly healed and changed called him the Lamb of God and Light of the World. Those who were threatened by him were convinced he was the devil himself.

Yet those who spent the most time with him, often the outcasts and forgotten, washed his feet with tears of joy.

His local name was Yeshua.

The literal translation is: ‘He who saves.’








PROLOGUE



Yerushalayim



c. AD 33



Three days after the torture and execution


‘TELL ME WHAT you’re discussing,’ the traveller asked nonchalantly as he increased his pace, so that he was now walking alongside the two.


The man seemed not to have a care in the world.


‘Why are you so downhearted?’ the traveller enquired.


Clopas rebuked the man. ‘You must be the only person in all the country who hasn’t heard what’s been going on.’ He spat on the ground and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his cloak.


‘We had so hoped and prayed that a Messiah would prevail against these Romans.’ He paused. ‘Today we taste no victory. Only bitter defeat.’


The friend with him added quietly, ‘It is true. These Romans aren’t leaving this land any time soon.’


The small group continued to walk the dusty road together. The traveller’s cloak and hood covered his head, and in one of his rough hands he rolled some pebbles between his fingers as he walked. He seemed to struggle to contain his zeal.


This moment had long been coming.


Finally, he could hold himself back no longer.


‘How slow you are to believe all that the prophets have spoken!’


There was an urgency and intensity in his voice.


‘Did not the Messiah have to suffer these things?’ He paused for effect. ‘And then enter his glory?’


The two companions turned to look at the man walking beside them.


‘I don’t understand,’ Clopas replied.


The traveller shielded his face and kept walking.


The two companions quickened their pace to keep up with the man.


And there on that road from Yerushalayim to Hammath, with the sun slowly setting in the west, the traveller began to explain to them the Scriptures.


He told them all that the prophets had foretold about the Messiah and Saviour.


And their hearts felt on fire within themselves.










PART ONE 



Myriam, Mother


Nazaret, 
AROUND 33 YEARS EARLIER 



A small village in the wild hill country of Galilee, made up of around five hundred subsistence farmers and construction workers.
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The Light


I WAS ONLY sixteen years old, but I knew enough to know whether I was dreaming or awake.


I sat bolt upright, instantly alert.


There was a presence in my room. I knew it. I could feel it.


I looked around, terrified, but could see nothing.


I held my breath. It was like I could feel something was about to happen, but I didn’t know what.


And then suddenly the room exploded with light, and I grabbed my bed covers, hiding my face in terror.


What was happening? 


Something inside told me not to scream – not to be afraid. I tried to calm myself, but I couldn’t.


The light persisted and seemed to penetrate even through my blanket. I tried to breathe.


Then I just knew – that the presence, the light, was not here to harm me. It was pure and good. And my fear turned to excitement. Then I started to tremble.


I didn’t know what was happening.


In my young life I had always tried my best to be good, to do what was right, to be loyal, dutiful and kind. But nothing had ever prepared me that one day the light of heaven would shine upon me.


I could do nothing except hide my face and pray.


After what felt like an eternity, but was probably only several seconds, I could sense someone was there. In my room. And then I heard a voice.


I had never heard a voice quite like it. Pure and full of love and power.


It spoke the sweetest words I had ever heard spoken.


‘You are truly blessed. The Lord is with you.’


Slowly, I pulled the covers away from my eyes and looked up.


There in front of me – brighter than the brightest star in the night sky – was an angel in human form. Twice as tall as any person I’d ever seen.


The angel was smiling. Radiating love and light.


My eyes were so wide, they felt like saucers. I could not even blink. My mouth was dry, and I felt it drop open.


Then the angel smiled, raised a hand and spoke again right to me: ‘You are truly blessed. The Lord is with you.’


The walls of our house might have been made of mud and straw but it was like I could see right through them and out into the great beyond. The light filled everywhere. And it seemed to sing. Sweet sounds that merged with the words that the angel spoke to me.


He didn’t just tell me that I was blessed and that the Lord was with me, but went on to tell me I was pregnant, that the child would be called Yeshua, the Son of the Most High, and that his kingdom would never end.


Suddenly this fear began to rise inside me once more, and I asked the angel how this could be since I was a virgin.


The angel told me that nothing was impossible for God, and that my cousin Elizabeth, who was barren, would also soon give birth to a child.


My heart leapt within me. For us both.


Then the light intensified even further and, just like that, the angel departed. I was left alone.


My body was still shaking – with the sheer shock and excitement. But I remember I was no longer terrified.


After some time sitting there, I noticed I was cold. The embers from the night’s fire were still warm in the hearth, so I gathered them gently together and blew them into a small flame.


I sat there, staring at the small flickering fire, for a long time.


I prayed without words. Like I had never prayed before.


I could not believe what had just happened. And I dared not tell anyone at first.


I mean, who would believe me? Really?


One thing I knew: my life would never be the same again.
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My Song


THE MONTHS THAT followed were like the beginnings of a storm.


At times, I felt a sense of unbridled excitement. Like when I first visited my cousin Elizabeth – to ask if she had experienced anything similar. But before I could even get the question out, she told me everything that had happened to her.


Her husband, Zechariah, had also been visited by an angel. By this same light and power. I was so happy that I was not alone in all this craziness.


Sometimes, though, I felt the fear. What would people say? How would they react when my pregnancy started to show? After all, I was yet to be formally married to Yosef. I knew that people would start gossiping, and the fear tasted bitter in my mouth.


But what I dreaded most was telling Yosef. I feared he would think me a liar, an adulterer. Deluded. And I would be cast out.


I was more terrified of how he would react than I ever had been seeing that angel.


But Yosef proved to be a kind man. And I thank God every day that he professed to understand and to believe me. He promised he would protect and stay with me.


But at times I doubted myself and I feared he would soon change his mind. So far, he had guarded me from public disgrace – but I feared he would have in mind to divorce me quietly once my child was born.


Men’s good intentions can sometimes fall away when they are scared.


And my genuine fear was whether Yosef would still be by my side when the baby came.


There were moments of calm though too. Days when I would pause whatever I was doing, rest my hand on my stomach and breathe.


‘Hope. Trust. Pray.’ It was all I could do.


Time passed. And little by little, I found myself repeating certain phrases, over and over. They felt silly at first, but I didn’t care. They just kept coming back to me. Over and over. It helped to say them often. Sometimes I would even sing them to myself:


I’m bursting with good news!


I’m the most fortunate woman on earth …


I had no idea at the time, but this song became like oxygen to me. I repeated it hourly sometimes. I would breathe it in, and breathe it out.


Some weeks later, Yosef came rushing in early to see me. His face was alive with light and excitement. He could hardly get the words out. He himself had seen the angel. And clear as day, he had heard the most beautiful and reassuring words: that he was to marry me, that he must not fear – that my child was indeed from God.


That changed everything for us. I could now finally trust him and let my fears go. We had each other, and the truth of not one but three angelic appearances, reminding us that we were not just dreaming.


We talked non-stop about everything, in humble disbelief and wonder.


Life carried on like this for months and the initial storm inside of me subsided. Yosef and I married, my belly got big and I knew that the birth would happen soon.


I was peaceful about it, until one morning Yosef woke me up and told me the news.
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The Journey


YOSEF HAD ALWAYS been a man of few words, measuring them carefully – just like he did with his tools at work.


‘You know that the town has had word of a Roman census,’ he announced quietly. ‘They are demanding everyone returns and registers in their town of birth.’


He paused.


‘It has come at a hard time, I know. But we must do what is asked. We have no choice.’


I let the words sink in.


Then he added: ‘Myriam, we must leave Nazaret and go to Beit Lechem.’


He paused.


I was silent. Thinking.


‘You never know … it could even be a fresh start. Away from this sleepy town and all the chatter. We can start our life together … just you, me and our baby?’


He looked at me, waiting for a response.


He continued: ‘I still have cousins there. They should give us shelter.’


‘When would we have to go?’ I finally replied to him.


‘Soon. Before you give birth.’


I took a slow breath, picturing the long journey. Moving was hard for me now. I had no idea how we would manage. But I did not question.


‘We must do what is right. And take things day by day.’


But I was worried. It was so far from my family and from my home.


There was so much for me to process.


But within a few days, we set off.


We told few people, beyond our close family, of our plans. It felt better that way. The last few months had been hard on Yosef. All the gossip as my tummy had grown.


Maybe it was time to leave, and to cleave to my husband in whatever way that meant. Wherever it would lead us.


Back when I had visited Elizabeth, I was only just pregnant. I practically ran along the dusty coastal trade road that runs south towards Yerushalayim. Now, with the baby straining within me, I was slower than an old mule. Every step felt exhausting.


The journey which should have taken four days stretched closer to five, and the longer it went on the quieter Yosef became. He was worried, I could tell. I did the one thing I could do to help. I shared my song with him, my prayer. I had new words by then too:


God embraced us …


He remembered us …


Exactly as he promised!


Yosef smiled when I finished. Then he asked me to sing it again.


By the time we turned and put the sea at our backs and headed up into the Yehudan hills, it was my turn to grow quiet. I was in more pain now, but not just from the walking. I knew that the time was getting close, that it would not be too long before I would have to stop and let the birth happen.


Wherever we were.


We pressed on as fast as I could possibly walk. Or waddle.


It was dusk when we arrived in the bustling town of Beit Lechem.


Even though it was almost night-time, the village was filled with movement and people. It seemed everyone was in a hurry.


We pushed anxiously through the crowds and eventually we were directed to the home of Yosef’s cousins. As soon as the door opened it was obvious that we’d arrived at a bad time. It was late. The oil lamps had been lit and the animals put away into the small stable shelter at the side of the home.


I noticed at once that the house was full of people, and Yosef’s relatives looked worried to see us standing there in such a state.


They tried to hide their awkwardness and invited us inside, but one of the little children soon confirmed our worst fears.


‘Mama, there’s no room for anyone else to stay here!’ said the little girl, her face poking out from behind her mother’s skirt. ‘Where will you put them?’


Our hearts sank.


Beit Lechem was one of the final villages on the pilgrimage route. With so many people heading to Yerushalayim, every home was full of visitors from out of town. If we couldn’t stay with Yosef’s family, there was truly nowhere else to go.


I’d never met Yosef’s cousins before, but they proved faithful and kind, and I thanked God – especially as I was soon to go into labour.


The family said we could stay, and that they would make some space. They moved the larger animals out from the small shelter at the side of the house and brought in fresh straw. A small donkey and some goats remained inside – but they would provide some warmth and protection.


I liked that.


The stable was small, dark and dirty, but it would do – and we were so thankful.


The family bustled around, trying to make this small animal shelter a little more homely and comfortable. But I was simply too tired even to speak.


They gave Yosef a few dried figs and some milk for him to give to me, then they left us to ourselves as they had much else to attend to.


I didn’t mind. I was just grateful to lie down anywhere.


For a moment, the immediate struggle abated. I was safe.


I lay there and exhaled. All memories of angels or journeys or ancient Scriptures being fulfilled were gone. I just needed to rest. I closed my eyes, tried to pray and be calm.


‘I’m ready to serve,’ I said. ‘Let it be, just as you say.’
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The Outcasts


I WAS FEELING overwhelmed by everything. It had been a whirlwind – and I was so exhausted.


I slept for a few peaceful hours. Then early the next morning the contractions started, and I was woken with an agonising start that made me gulp with pain. I buried my head into my shawl and prayed for help.


In that corner of the stable, surrounded by the warmth and smell of the animals, I eventually gave birth to our precious son. I dozed in a dream-like state, where all I remember was a sense that the presence of God was upon me.


Nestled in the straw on top of the dry mud floor, I held my baby close and breathed in his scent and wrapped his small hand in my fingers.


That was all I needed.


I’d never known such peace and joy. I’d never felt so much happiness. Watching the baby sleep, then watching him wake, staring back at me with eyes that shone pure love, it was a taste of heaven.


The next day, the realities of life hit me hard. The frantic comings and goings of this bustling village meant that it was impossible to rest for long. The door never seemed to remain closed for more than a minute.


At times of holy festivals, trade never ceased. Even though the stable was warm, you couldn’t escape the smell and the squalor. It was unlike anything I’d experienced. Blood, urine and dung from the slaughtered creatures, sold to pilgrims, flowed in the roads and ditches at this time of year. And the noise of so many travellers was all-consuming. Yet inside with the domestic animals, I felt safe.


I lay back and closed my eyes.


The next night, I woke up just before midnight, knowing something was wrong.


I could hear men were crowding outside the doorway. The women of the house were watching anxiously. Yosef was up and with them. The men were strangers, and when I heard Yosef speak, his voice sounded tense.


Panic bit into me and I sat up to check on the baby. He was sleeping soundly, unaware of anything.


‘Don’t worry,’ one of Yosef’s female cousins whispered quietly to me round the doorway. ‘Everything is OK. It’s just some people asking questions.’


‘Who are they?’ I replied.


‘Shepherds?’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I think they want directions.’


I tried to listen as the men talked. Their voices raised. It was a rough dialect. Hard to understand. I couldn’t make out much of the conversation so I moved myself closer. Then I heard one of the shepherds speak plain and clear for all to hear.


‘I’m telling you this is the right place. I swear it.’


The shepherd then took a deep breath and spoke in a softer tone. ‘It’s exactly like they said it would be.’


I shuffled even closer so I could get a glimpse through the gap in the walls. The shepherds were all Yosef’s age or older, but they sounded like a bunch of excited little boys. They were wide-eyed and eager to get inside. I couldn’t help feel a surge of excitement in my heart.


But confusion too. For months Yosef and I had kept the secret about our baby to ourselves. We hadn’t told anyone. Yet now there were these people outside who appeared to know. But how? And why shepherds?


These were certainly not prophets who were standing at our door. They were outcasts, the sort who normally would be told to stay outside after working so long with the animals.


I heard one of them curse to his friend beside him. Frustrated at the waiting.


Definitely not prophets, I smiled to myself.


It had been four hundred years since God had chosen to send any messenger to speak with his people. There had been no prophets since Malachi, and nobody had seen any angels since Daniel in Babylon. Yet in the space of a few weeks, Yosef, myself and Zechariah had all been visited by an angel.


All of us had been left stunned; Zechariah so much so that he couldn’t even talk until his son Yohanan had been born.


So, who was I to question the shepherds?


I didn’t care that it was late, and I didn’t care that they were dirty. I just knew that these outsiders, these most unlikely people, had been led here – to this baby in my arms.


I had a sense that this moment had somehow been beautifully planned. And this plan included all kinds of people – even unknowns like myself and outcasts like the shepherds.


Just then, the door opened, shaking me back to reality. Yosef edged in, bringing our visitors behind him. He looked half apprehensive, half excited.


There must have been at least ten shepherds. I covered my face, in respect, yet I could still smell them. No one said so much as a word. The shepherds looked awkwardly at me, then at each other and then at the baby in my arms.


They were all pressing forward, trying to get as close as they could to see the child.


The moment the first shepherd got close enough, I lowered my veil and peeled back the cloths that covered my baby. The man started silently to weep. Tears of pure joy rolled down his rugged, bearded, lined face.


One by one the others all shuffled forward, staring at us in that crowded corner of the lower room, surrounded by the animals.


‘It’s true,’ said one. He was younger than the others. ‘Just like the angels said.’


‘Angels?’ I asked him eagerly. ‘There were more than one?’


He stared at me. His voice was cracked and whispered, like he was using it for the first time.


‘Many angels.’ He looked nervously around at his friends. ‘A whole army of them. Enough to fill the sky. All because of this baby. He’s the Messiah, isn’t he?’


It was my turn to weep. It was just as we had been instructed. It was beginning to happen. I could feel it.


Then, excitedly, we told the shepherds that we had been told to call the child Yeshua.


It means: ‘He who saves’.
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Secret No More 


I CAN’T TELL you how long we all stayed like that, the shepherds pressed in on all sides. It might have been hours. But eventually they left.


Once they were gone, I looked around and realised that Yosef’s cousins had been in the room all the time. They’d seen and heard everything. And now it was their turn to stare in amazement and ask their questions.


Were the shepherds telling the truth? 


Had we seen angels too? 


Was little Yeshua really the Messiah, the one the Scriptures talked about? But how?


We tried our best to answer them, fumbling the words. Many of them looked confused, as if Yosef and I were crazy. I understood how they felt. My head was just as full of questions.


Ever since this all began, part of me had been wondering whether we’d really got it right. But knowing now that the shepherds had also been visited by angels, I dared even more to believe. Shepherds were not the sort of people known for hysterics, and that helped reassure me I wasn’t dreaming.


Yosef reminded me of the Scriptures, and how such a great host of angels had never been seen before by humans.


Yet for this? For our child? An army of angels had appeared. Not only that, but they had been sent to exactly the right house at exactly the right time to find us.


The shepherds’ visit changed everything for me. This wasn’t just our secret anymore.


When everyone had finally left us alone, I felt even more tired than I had on that last day of the journey from Nazaret. I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.


I held Yeshua tight against me. Then lay my head down and let sleep wash over.
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This Child


I WANTED TO do everything right.


We made sure that Yeshua was circumcised on the eighth day, and forty days after the birth we visited the temple to dedicate him to God as our first-born son and offer our sacrifice. I was determined that nothing I did would give God cause to change his mind.


Visiting the temple, and offering a sacrifice through the priests, it all felt so important to me.


It didn’t take long for God to show me how wrong I was.


On the day we visited the temple, we left Beit Lechem early in the morning. We followed the road, taking the path that winds north through rocky gullies. The breeze helped as the heat increased, though by the time we cleared the ridge and got our first full view of the city, I was starting to feel tired.


Seeing the temple took my mind off this at once.


It was so impressive. Even from a distance we could make out the pillars of Solomon’s colonnade and the Court of the Gentiles, and for most of the last couple of miles, Yosef and I walked in awe.


All my life I had been taught that God himself was present in the Holy of Holies, the inner part of the temple. As we approached the gleaming white stone walls that towered above us, I felt nervous and excited. I’d visited the temple each year for as long as I could remember, but this time was different.


I was a wife now, and a mother – no longer a child.


Then there was Yeshua.


Knowing that I was carrying the very baby that the prophets spoke of, and whose birth had been announced by an army of God’s angels, it was at times too much even to begin to understand.


I don’t know what I was expecting would happen when we finally reached the temple itself, but as we walked through the Outer Court my heart was racing faster than ever.


We bought our sacrifice from one of the priests. A pair of doves. It was the only offering we could afford – the very least that was expected for a firstborn son – but we felt proud and excited.


With our two doves ready, we stepped towards the next priest.


‘This is it,’ I thought. ‘He’s going to see Yeshua and will somehow know that this is God’s chosen one.’


The priest held out his hands, took the birds, then mumbled his prayer. He didn’t even look at us.


Within seconds it was over, and he had turned to the next person who was waiting behind us.


I felt confused. I looked at Yosef. Had we got all this wrong about Yeshua?


Yosef looked disappointed as well, but almost at once we found ourselves being hurried along with everyone else, back towards the Court of the Gentiles. It was so crowded, and I clung tight to my baby as we shuffled along.


I was so upset. I was worried too, but I was trying hard not to show it.


Then, without any warning at all, a man stepped in front of us both. He held up his hands and let out a wild cry. Like Moses parting the water, the crowd that had been pushing and shoving was held in place.


The man was old. His face was weather-beaten, but he was clearly no shepherd. He was dressed more like a merchant and he looked shrewd and wise. He had his eyes locked on Yeshua.


‘Now, Lord,’ he said, his voice trembling, ‘you can let me die in peace, as you said!’


He reached forward and, without asking, took Yeshua from me. He held my baby up high in the air, his eyes streaming tears. I stared in disbelief. I didn’t know what was happening.


‘Lord, I have seen with my own eyes how you will save your people,’ he said. His voice was trembling, eyes wet with emotion. ‘Now all people can see your plan.’ His voice trailed off. He appeared overcome and was shaking.


People were staring, but as quickly as it began, it was over. The old man handed Yeshua back to me and the crowd was moving again, flowing either side of us as if we were an island. The old man was rapidly pulled away by the crowd.


Yosef and I both stood speechless. Then suddenly we saw the old man forcing his way back towards us. His eyes were wild. Full of life and fire.


Heaving with the exertion, he shouted out once more: ‘My name is Simeon, and this child is the light to reveal God to the nations …’
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The Sword


SUDDENLY THE OLD man was no longer staring at Yeshua.


He was looking right at me.


He leaned in close. I could feel his breath on my face. I could see the tears in his eyes.


‘This child,’ he said, his voice low and quiet so that only Yosef and I could hear him, ‘will be misunderstood.’


His eyes never left me.


He held out a bony finger and pointed it at my chest. ‘And a sword will pierce your own heart too.’


He held his gaze for a moment, staring deep into my eyes. Then once more the crowds separated us and the old man was being dragged away.


Eventually we could see him no longer.


Yosef and I stood there, shaken and speechless, while the crowds moved around us. Slowly, we joined them and headed in the direction of the colonnade.


Nothing had gone the way I’d expected, and I just wanted to leave. But as we were walking out, another voice called out and someone else started pointing at us.


This time I knew who it was. It was the old widow who had lived in the temple for as long as I’d been visiting.


People knew her as Anna, and she was so old that her back was almost bent double. She was always sitting quietly to the side, fasting and praying. I’d never seen her talk to anyone. She was simply part of temple life. One of the many eccentrics you notice when you wander around such places.


Yet now, here she was, struggling to her feet and shuffling over towards us, shouting at the top of her voice. Her eyes were wide open, and her frail arms were shaking as she held them out to us.


I held Yeshua tight. I was a little scared of what she was going to do. But Anna didn’t try to take him from me. Instead, she just started singing, in a broken voice, but so loudly.


She was praising God at full volume and people were staring – some were beginning to mock. But the words were of thanksgiving, thanking God for finally sending the child that people had been waiting for all this time.


There was so much I wanted to ask the old lady. I wanted to know how she knew about my baby – if she had also been visited by angels.


By now, Anna was attracting an unwelcome crowd around us. People were staring and whispering, pointing and jostling to get a better view.


Instinct made me hold my baby even tighter, and I knew Yosef felt uncomfortable too. He wrapped his arms around us both. As soon as we could get away, we hurried out of the temple, back into the safety of the open streets. We just wanted to go home.


We spoke non-stop on the journey back to Beit Lechem, my head so full of questions and my heart swirling with emotion. God had chosen to send Anna and the old man, Simeon, to greet our child. It felt wonderful.


Even though it had been terrifying, it had been exhilarating, and hours later, I was still shaking.


But I kept wondering why none of the priests had taken any notice of us. Why was it only a hunched, old woman and a wild-eyed man who recognised Yeshua?


If God really was sending his Son to save his people and we were right there in the temple, shouldn’t some of the priests have done something? I began to doubt myself again.


And then there were the words about the sword that would one day pierce my heart. That part scared me the most.


Because I felt it was true.
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Settling 


AFTER THE VISIT to the temple that day, there were no more incidents. No more angels. No more prophecies. No more revelations.


Things settled. Months passed and life carried on as usual.


Slowly, I exhaled. Although my doubts persisted.


Yosef had decided that we would stay in Beit Lechem. I was happy to be there. Even though I missed my home, Beit Lechem was a good place for us. Yosef didn’t have to work for the Romans which he hated, and we didn’t have to live in a cave as we had done in Nazaret.


Plus, there were other women with children the same age as Yeshua.


If ever I needed advice or help, there were other mothers in the town I could visit. I spent as much time as I could in their company. I would sit with them while I carried out my work, listening to their stories, watching how they raised their children.


It wasn’t that I had forgotten all that had happened, but these were precious days when I felt just like any other mother in Beit Lechem.


As Yeshua grew older, and he learnt to walk and started to play with the other children his age, I could spend hours happily watching him chase chickens with Ananias, his best friend, or play in the mud by the well with Joses and Yonathan, our neighbour’s children.


Life in those days was simple, and I tried my best to cherish it. They were some of the best times of my life.


Even though I never thought they would last forever, I had no idea of the pain that was coming.


And I had no idea that soon, I would look back on those days and weep.
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Three Gifts 


ABOUT TWO YEARS had passed when everything changed again.


It had been an ordinary day.


It was getting dark and the first stars were coming out. I was sitting out the front with some friends, watching Yeshua and Ananias run from one side of the road to the other. I wanted him to get tired so that he might sleep through the night.


Then suddenly, I heard yelling. I looked up, worried. One of the teenagers was running towards me. Eyes wide, voice panting.


‘Myriam! Strange men are looking for you! They are foreigners.’


I scooped Yeshua into my arms and hurried inside to tell Yosef. Then I heard voices outside and I knew that whoever it was had found us. I waited anxiously while Yosef went out to greet them and I tried to calm myself – and pray.


After a few minutes, Yosef invited them inside and the air was filled with scents of juniper, spices and other exotic odours I could not name. There were five of them, and I stared longer and harder than I’d ever stared at anyone in my life.


I’d never seen people dressed like them, and it was clear from their heavy embroidered cloaks and their accents that they had come from far away. To me, they looked like mystics, travellers. I was amazed at their strange appearance.


Yosef offered them water and figs, but they took little notice. They were too busy staring deep into the dark room, searching for something.


‘Is the child here?’ one of them asked.


Yosef tensed, but somehow I knew that I didn’t need to fear them. So, I bent down and gently prized away the two little hands that had been clinging onto me behind my leg.


‘It’s OK,’ I whispered, picking Yeshua up and holding him so that he could be seen. ‘These men have come to visit you.’


As soon as they saw him, they fell to their knees. They held up their hands and started to sing in a strange voice. Little did I realise they’d spent their whole lives in preparation for this moment.


What struck me most was how they knelt, with their arms outstretched towards Yeshua. Not towards the sky. It looked so strange to me. Here they were, these men from far away, singing in this unknown language, and there was no doubting their intention: they were worshipping our little child.


I gently placed Yeshua down so he could stand, and the three of us just stood in shocked silence, uncertain what to do or say. I held both Yeshua and Yosef’s hands tight.


And then, when they had finished bowing and praising before Yeshua – who had watched the whole thing through one eye, his little head tucked in tight against my hip – things got even more strange.


The men fumbled nervously through their satchels and brought out three intricately carved wooden boxes and laid them on the ground before us. Each box was a little bigger than my hand, and slowly the men opened each one.


In the first was a beautiful gold armlet with strange, winged creatures on each end. It was the most stunning and beautiful piece of jewellery you could imagine.


Next was some of the finest frankincense I had ever seen – the kind that is only ever used in the temple. Even wrapped in cloth and unlit, the scent drifted across the room.


And then, last of all, they opened the box to reveal a bottle no bigger than my thumb.


I looked at the man holding it. He gestured for me to take the bottle and open it.


The smell.


Instantly I was taken back home to Nazaret and the time of my grandfather’s burial.


It was before the Romans raised the taxes, and so though we were poor, there was enough money to pay for a proper funeral. I was too young to help, but I had been allowed to sit in the room while the women worked.


They had bought oil to prepare the body and strips of fine linen to wrap around it, and the moment they had opened the oil, the whole room filled with a deep aroma, like sweet burning wood.


I’d sat and breathed it in slowly, and the memory has never left me.


In Beit Lechem that evening, as soon as I opened the bottle, that exact same smell filled the room. It overwhelmed me with emotion.


‘Myrrh,’ I said, and the men all nodded. I looked at Yosef, who was now holding Yeshua. Tighter than ever.


I knew that myrrh was a gift for burial. Our boy was two years old and yet these men had brought him something for the day that he would die.


For the first time in what seemed like a long time, fear stirred up inside me again.
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The Warning 


IT WAS TOO late for the men to travel that night, so they stayed with us, huddled in the corner of our small home that we had now made for ourselves, down the road from Yosef’s cousins.


The mystic travellers seemed to sleep deeply, tired from their travels.


But me? Sleep was never going to come that night.


I’m glad that I was awake, because if I’d slept, I wouldn’t have seen what happened. And if I hadn’t seen it for myself, I don’t think I would have had the courage to do what we did.


First, one of the men woke up. He was stressed, worried, and quickly woke the others. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but within minutes they were gathering their possessions and getting ready to leave.


I woke Yosef. He spoke to them, then quickly came back and told me that they wanted to be led to the small road that runs east.


When they all left, I was a bundle of nerves. Beit Lechem was safe enough at night, but the road east was into bandit country. I worried that Yosef might decide to accompany them beyond the town.
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