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Chapter One


Just as I stepped outside for a moment’s relief I saw Mary walking toward my workshop and I knew something had to be wrong. Her house is more than a half hour’s trek from my hut and the mid-summer sun was particularly intense that day just before noon, plus she had no chaperone. I quickly sent my apprentice out the back way to an early lunch then returned to look all around the dusty path to see if anyone had spotted her before hustling Mary inside.

The only place dustier than that dirt road was my work place itself, since there was still sawdust everywhere from the yoke I had been working on for a farmer’s oxen. Mary didn’t seem to mind or notice, even. I’m certain she was also unaware how anxious I felt whenever we were together, since I always did my best to hide it, but now we were all alone. Her unusually tall and graceful figure seemed only enhanced by her modest clothing – her blue-grey eyes capable of lighting up the dusky space we shared. Beyond her looks, Mary always amazed me with her gentle yet certain confidence. Still, I sensed some unusual urgency in the look she focused upon me, she who was usually so secure, so settled from her faith in the Most High.

“Mary, what are you doing here?” I asked as I cleaned off the one suitable chair in all that mess for her to rest upon.

“I’m sorry, but I just could not wait any longer. After all, our final ceremony is only days away.” Mary refused the chair with a gesture and then said: “Joseph, I think it’s you who had better sit down.”

“Has your father decided to cancel the ceremony after all? Remind him we have a contract. These things aren’t easily broken, even by a bigshot like him.”

I took a breath, looked around my shop, a tired, messy hut, strewn with my work tools and three different jobs I was working on more or less at once: the half-finished yoke, a just varnished table and chairs, and off in the far corner where I did my metal work, a recently completed set of copper goblets. All that clutter certainly did nothing to calm my nerves. I was certain Joachim had finally decided he could go against his daughter’s own wishes and prevent her marriage to a laborer, even though Mary had claimed the match was the will of the Lord himself. 

 “It’s not my father, Joseph, not at all,” Mary assured me. “It’s, it’s just that it’s so soon before the ceremony and you still haven’t said a thing. Hasn’t he come to you yet to explain?”

“What does your father need to explain to me?” I asked, still full of suspicion.

Mary looked upwards, as if to search the heavens for how to proceed, but instead of a celestial sky, she saw only the dark, cobwebbed ceiling of my hut. She then looked me directly in the eyes and said with some exasperation: “Not my father, Joseph, not him. I’m talking about the angel.”

“Angel? What angel?” I asked.

“The Angel Gabriel; I was sure by now he would have visited you too. It’s been a month.”

“Too? Too? So you’re expecting me to believe you’re getting called on by angels now?” 

Mary looked at me perplexed, maybe even dismayed, but not at all ready to take insult. She stayed calm and proceeded:

“You must know me by now, Joseph, and so you know I’m incapable of telling a lie,” Mary reminded me. “Yes, the Angel Gabriel came down to me, however unworthy I surely am. If you don’t believe that, how can I possibly hope you’ll believe the rest?”

“You mean there’s more? My intended less than a week before the wedding is seeing angels and that’s not the unbelievable part? Just what did this angel look like? And what did he want?” I asked, ready now, for the worst – or so I thought.

“Oh, he was so beautiful, Joseph, just as I always imagined, tall, in dazzling white robes and iridescent wings.”

“Wings and all, eh?”

“Please, we’re talking about the Angel Gabriel,” Mary gently chastised my tone. “He appeared in my bedroom, maybe an hour after dinner.”

“Some strange man just appeared out of nowhere and in your bedroom no less?” I questioned. 

 Mary did her best to continue to ignore my tone, though she maybe was starting to look a little worried. “I was in my room praying when I heard a voice behind me say: ‘Hail Mary.’”

“‘Hail Mary?’ Why did he say, ‘Hail,’ Mary? Jews don’t greet people that way, Romans do. Are you sure he didn’t say, ‘Shalom Mary.’”

“No, it was ‘Hail,’ definitely ‘Hail,’” Mary insisted.

“Well, this was no Jewish angel then. This was some Roman disguised as an angel, or better yet some demon,” I decided.

“Please, Joseph, just listen. It was my mistake to come here, I should have waited for the Lord to do his will in his own time, but now that I’ve begun, I must explain it all to you.”

I was certain that my lovely bride-to-be had finally gone crazy from all the praying and reading and fasting and those early years practically living in the temple, as Joachim and Anne’s thanks to the Most High for having finally blessed them with a child. But what could I do but hear her out?

“He said to me, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace. Thou art highly favored, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women.’”

“You remember this all word for word?” I questioned with a shake of the head.

“When an angel speaks, you listen,” she replied. “Maybe I’ve mistaken a word or two, but mostly it’s like a beautiful dream that keeps playing over and over in my head, with the words always the same.”

I knew Mary had always sensed somehow that she was meant especially to do the Lord’s bidding, but now I could only guess her desire for special favor from the Most High had carried her away to this fantasy. But there was more, much more.

“Of course, I was amazed, not only to find an angel in my bedroom but also from this strange greeting. He could tell I was confused, so next he said: ‘Fear not, Mary, for thou hast found favor with God. And behold, thou shall conceive in thy womb and bring forth a son and shall call his name Jesus. He shall…”

“What’s this Jesus business?” I interrupted. “What kind of a name is that? I was thinking Jacob or Heli or maybe even David for a boy. Besides, we haven’t even taken up house together. How can this Angel be so sure?” 

“That’s exactly what I asked,” Mary nodded. “And the Angel replied: ‘The Ruach ha-kodesh, the Holy Spirit himself, shall come upon thee and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: therefore also that holy child which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God.’ And that’s exactly what has happened to me, Joseph. A blessing and a miracle, as I am now surely with child.”

Mary had been right to make sure I was the one sitting down. Somehow the combination of the heat, the close quarters and especially what Mary had just said made me feel light-headed and weak and even sick to my stomach. And these physical ills prompted me to consider that maybe Mary wasn’t really crazy. I now began to suspect baser things.

“You’re telling me you’re pregnant? Who is the father? How could you do this to me? This will destroy your parents. And aren’t you afraid of the high priests and rabbis?” 

I paused but Mary stayed silent, as if she could be surprised by my reaction. How else could a person react? I waited another moment but then kept on: 

“Better yet you want me to believe it’s the Holy Spirit who made you pregnant? And if that weren’t enough you’re going to birth the Moshiach himself and to top it off said Messiah is actually going to be God’s son?!”

With each sentence my voice got a little louder, more strident, so that I was practically shouting at her by the end, I who have always treated Mary with respect and affection and a little awe. But how much is any human being expected to bear?

Mary tried to calm me down: “This will take great faith, Joseph, but, yes, we are blessed beyond belief. I am to bear God’s child and you are to be his father on earth. It’s an incredible gift the Lord has bestowed on us.”

“Where are you getting all this from, Mary? We don’t believe in people conceiving with the gods – that’s the Romans, again. You know we believe in the one true God and he isn’t a rascal like those pagan gods. I knew nothing good could come from your father consorting with those Romans so much in his businesses. And more than a lie it’s blasphemy to say you are carrying God’s child, an incredible insult to me your betrothed, and an absolute rejection of our most sacred scripture.”

Tears were now in Mary’s eyes but instead of consoling her I got up from my chair and began to walk away. She came right up to me and refused to be ignored: “No, Joseph, there’s no sacrilege, it’s right from our own religion, from the great prophet Isaiah himself who says: ‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a Son and they will call him Immanuel.’ I swear to you I am still untouched by man.”

“If that’s so then you can’t be pregnant,” I tried to reason.

“But I am with child, Joseph, though I’ve known no man. I’ve already begun to have the morning sickness. That’s why I was impatient to discover if the angel had come as yet to you. He will come, he will explain all, but for now your love must be strong enough to believe. I am faithful to you, but I am, as I said in parting to the Angel Gabriel, ‘the handmaid of the Lord’; I will suffer anything to do his holy will.”

What could I say to her? She was crying; my disbelief had upset her, maybe even surprised her. For her own predicament there were no tears; I could tell she was completely convinced all this nonsense was true. Had some Roman raped her and this was the result, a descent into madness? In my mind it was too much of a leap from the Mary I felt I knew to believe she had willingly made me a cuckold. But of course even if she had been assaulted I couldn’t go forward with the marriage; I knew that at once. I wasn’t equipped to deal with a mad woman who would want to raise her half-Roman son as if he were some sort of deity. But this was no time to let her know. I’d want to be sure the contract could be broken without shaming her or causing her harm. If it was more than she deserved, if she somehow had fooled me all this time – with a devout charade – that would be on her soul, not mine.

“So, Mary, I too am to be visited by the Angel Gabriel? I’m sure he’s been busy, the world is such a mess, but I expect he’ll come soon and then I’ll be better able to understand all this?” 

“Joseph, I can tell you still don’t believe, but, yes, exactly that will happen and all still will be well – so much better than well – the honor we have received is unprecedented in all the history of our people. Oh, and I almost forgot, the Angel also told me that my cousin Elizabeth is six months into her own pregnancy, and that was a month ago. Right after our ceremony, I’ll want to go and stay with her to help out.”

“Cousin Elizabeth? Isn’t she almost fifty? Didn’t she and her husband give up years and years ago? Then again, if you can believe in virgin births, old barren women’s births are no big deal, I suppose.”

Mary again understood but ignored my sarcasm. She even had room for a half smile as she seemed ready to exit the hut: “Your doubts will all be washed away, my beloved. The Most High chose you as surely as he chose me so I know you will come to believe as fully and as gloriously as I do. The Most High has tested me today for my impatience, but his eternal wisdom cannot be forestalled by the restlessness of a foolish girl. Farewell, my beloved. I will see you tomorrow at my father’s house for dinner.”

Mary has some vocabulary; all that reading has made her the closest thing to a female scholar anyone in Nazareth has ever beheld. But all that fluidity of speech and her restored confidence could not change what I had to do: figure out a way to put her away quietly, without upsetting her rich parents, without causing the community to condemn her. My hope was that she was not pregnant at all; she certainly wasn’t far along, in any case, but for a virgin to make up such a story still was bad enough. The Angel Gabriel! The Holy Spirit plus the Most High Himself! I knew it was all too good to be real, that I, a struggling craftsman should get to marry so rich and so well, and to a woman who was more kind and gentle than her parents were rich. That was what I should have realized was unbelievable all along. And now I could see no easy path to getting out of this unbelievable mess.

***

The rest of the work day I was useless, making more mistakes in three hours than I usually make in a month. I sent my apprentice home early, which made him even happier than his early lunch break, and I washed up and went home. Back in my bachelor days, “home” was just a side room attached to the shop, where I prepared my meals and slept on a mat, but after my engagement to Mary, Joachim and Anne had both decided that no daughter of theirs was going to live in a hovel. They insisted I build a house for when Mary would come to live with me, which would have been months ago if not for the usual delays that come with construction. Of course framing the house was not the hard part, but it all had to be just so to please them, inside and out. I had also to build a bed for Mary who wasn’t accustomed to sleeping on a mat, and for the walls of the home white wash wouldn’t do; every room was painted a different shade of Mary’s favorite (and most expensive) color, blue, with paints Joachim had to import from Egypt. Of course, I had been enjoying the comfort of the new dwelling for the past two weeks, but now all I could think about was how I was going to rid myself of this trouble without getting in an even bigger mess with the Rabbi and my almost-in-laws.

After a simple dinner of a little goat cheese and olives and a few figs, I said my evening prayers and tried to retire early. Of course it was a mistake; I fretted fitfully for hours and then began a series of bad dreams. Like my namesake, I’ve always dreamed a lot, but I’ve never had the skill or even the need to try to interpret them. One was unambiguous, though; I dreamed Mary was being stoned by many people I did not recognize, but then, most horribly, by her own parents. This dream unsettled me, made me somehow feel guilty, though I had done nothing wrong. I got up to splash water on my face; I was sweating like a shepherd. When I approached the water basin, I had the strange feeling I was not alone. I didn’t have long to realize how right I was.

“It’s about time you woke up. Joseph the craftsman, am I right?”

“Who’s there? Who is speaking?” I asked with alarm, as I heard only a voice in the darkness. Suddenly the room was illuminated by a kind of purple cloud suffused with light, but then the cloud took form, though the light stayed, along with a man in my bedroom. Cloud men are by no means an everyday occurrence, but I had been told to expect an angel, so I was not entirely afraid or astonished. Once I was able to focus more on him, though, I knew this was not the Gabriel Mary had described. He was short, with dark, receding hair that looked unwashed. His spindly legs and dirty sandals were not hidden by angelic robes and he had dark eyes and a prominent nose than reminded me of my own, except his was adorned with more than one mole. More disturbing still, there were no wings. He seemed to read my mind:

“I’m no cherubim, Joseph. We first-rankers don’t need to sport wings, though Gabriel loves to show off,” he explained to me in an at once loud and raspy voice. “That’s what wings are for – just for show – something to look impressive in the temple drawings. It’s not like we need them for flying or anything. I get around fine without wings, I can tell you.”

“Never mind the wings,” I said, perhaps a little rudely, considering my possible audience. But how did I know this was an angel and not just an intruder from off the street? “I just want to know who you are and what you’re doing in my house,” I insisted.

“Don’t be coy, Joey; you already know why I’m here. It’s all over paradise that she told you already. Couldn’t wait till I got here – just like a woman, am I right?”

I think I tried a look of disbelief, but how was I going to manage it? This purple cloud man seemed to know what was up.

“So, it’s true? Mary is with child yet, she is still, a, you know, a…”

“A Virgin? Yes, of course, absolutely. And I can tell you, confidentially, mind you, that she will be celebrated as the ‘Blessed Virgin Mary’ for all ages to come.”

“The ‘Blessed Virgin Mary’? You’ve got to be kidding me. This cannot be on the level.” I said as I backed away from the angel, almost tripping myself on the foot of my bed. “And why is this happening? And why am I involved? Mary, everyone knows she’s a holy one, but, me, a poor craftsman, what do I have to do with any of this?”

The angel laughed, a most human laugh, quick and almost derisive. “You can ease up with the ‘poor craftsman’ routine, Jo-Jo. I come from the Most High, remember? We know you do a pretty decent business – Joseph the craftsman – woodworking, stone masonry, even metal work you’ve added – you’re no ordinary laborer. Plus you know your Torah too. Sure, the Lord wants his son to have humble origins, but not too humble and definitely not stupid. Proper nutrition, a stable home, knowledge of the holy law and keeping with all the observances: these are necessary for the development of any good Jew. Sure, the Moshiach is to be the son of the Most High, but he’s also supposed to be a person, if you can wrap your head around that one.”

I looked at this so-called angel, so glib, so unlike the way Mary had described Gabriel and I wondered if he were instead a demon, sent to bedevil me for my many sins. I looked him in his dark eyes and said: “I can’t be part of this insanity.”

“Can’t is not in the Lord’s vocabulary. Just ask Job or Jonah or any number of the prophets. So it can’t be in yours either, my craftsman friend.”

“You mean I can’t say no. You’re going to force me?”

The cloud man shook his head. “Again, Joe, who are we kidding here? Everything is preordained, like you being House of David and all that. You’re not the chosen one, but you’ve been chosen just the same. Of course, what I mean, though, is that you’ll freely choose to say yes. I know, that’s a tricky one too. But go ahead and marry Mary and just trust in the Lord. That’s the simplest way, am I right?”

He seemed somehow like he was getting ready to depart, something in the way he said those last words. I almost grabbed him by the arm, but I wasn’t certain that was allowed, so I said instead: “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got for me?”

“Hey,” he answered, “this is nothing. It’s going to get worse before it gets better – count on it. But you look pretty strong to me. You’ll do the right thing; I’d put some shekels on it if we had money up where I come from. God is no crazy man – he knows who he can count on. Good luck Joseph. Shalom.”

With that the angel become once again a cloud, a light purplish cloud, and he disappeared before I even learned his name. What happened next, though, was even more disturbing. I woke up. I had never actually left my bed, never gone for water. It had all been a dream, which explained, of course, why my angel had been such a wise guy. And dreams aren’t real. So it seemed I had had no visit from an angel at all. So now what was I supposed to do?

 

 




Chapter Two


The very next day, I was scheduled to have dinner at Mary’s house. It was going to be the last time before the ceremony that I was to see her, and her parents wanted once more to go over all the details of the ceremony and celebration they had so carefully planned. I would have preferred to spend the day figuring out what I should do, perhaps confide in my best friend Jude who was to stand for me at the ceremony, since I had no family in Nazareth and my one living brother no interest in making the long trek for the wedding. But what was I supposed to tell Jude? Or anyone for that matter? I still was far from100% certain Mary was pregnant, and if she was I had no idea from whom or if anyone would believe it wasn’t from me. Her parents were the most powerful people in all of Nazareth; lots of people owed their livelihoods to Joachim’s many farming and business interests. I needed time, but there was no time. I spent another unproductive day at work, once more let my apprentice off early (he was starting to get suspicious, I could tell, but was too happy about leaving off work to be very inquisitive), and got ready for the long walk to Mary’s home.

The house of Joachim and Anne was easily the largest and most elaborate in all of Nazareth. Constructed of the finest hewn stone from Joachim’s own quarry, there wasn’t a single mud and straw brick in the whole two-story structure. It was the absolute pride of the town. Inside there were beautiful mosaics adorning some of the inner walls and during meals one sat not on mats or cushions on the floor, but at a wooden table with wooden chairs. I myself had constructed that table and those chairs, as part of my end of the dowry, and from pistachio wood of all things, because Anne had seen a bowl made from pistachio and decided she had to have a dining room set of the same wood, which was not only difficult to obtain but also devilishly tricky to work with. I’ll admit, though, the final product was both unique and beautiful, with natural color ranging from olive green to almost violet, with dark brown stripes throughout. Happily, it seemed to be holding up to daily use even better than I had hoped for. 

Though the food was always plentiful and delicious and though Mary’s mother was one of the few people in Nazareth who had servants to help with its preparation, I never enjoyed any meal there. Both Anne and Joachim tried to act as if they were not proud to have wheat bread instead of barley loaves or a guinea fowl for a mid-week dinner that many of their neighbors could not manage even for a holy day, but you could always tell that they were noticing how much you were noticing. In fact, they were very particular people. This was why they had expected their only child to do better than a common craftsman for a husband. Of course, my being without a family of my own in town did make it easier for them to get their way in every aspect of the upcoming ceremony.

“So it’s settled,” Anne announced, though I had been too distracted by worry to notice what she had been talking about up to then: “The wedding feast will feature not only lamb but all kinds of poultry, including pheasant, and for a crowning touch, peacock, which wasn’t easy to get, I can tell you.”

“Mother, there’s no need for such extravagance,” Mary protested in her quiet way.

“Daughter, you must let us have this celebration. We are inviting the entire town to share this joy with us, so the richer the food the more the Most High will bless your union,” her father concluded. He then turned his attention to me.

“So, I guess you don’t think we’re being too extravagant?” he asked with a dry chuckle. “I know you’d like a chance to try peacock and the other delicacies. And why not?” 

“Yes, Joseph has a good appetite,” Anne agreed. “Though you’ve hardly touched the food before you. You’re feeling all right aren’t you?”

“Not maybe having second thoughts?” Joachim asked and the question sent him into a near spasm of laughter. “Not wanting to get out of marrying the finest catch in all of Galilee?” he continued the joke. “No, woman, he’s not sick; he’s just anxious for the real feast in a few days,” he concluded. I nodded pretending I appreciated Joachim’s humor, but of course, all this talk of the upcoming ceremony just made me more frantic. No matter how long I lingered after dinner I found no opportunity to talk to Mary alone, nor did I know what I would have said to her if I had had the chance. Mary seemed back to her normal, calm self and I’m certain she took my attendance at her house as a sign that I now was on board with being the Messiah’s stepfather. I worried that she might feel so confident in me that she would next announce the results of her visit from the Angel Gabriel to her folks. After all, they had a great reputation for piousness themselves; they would be a lot more likely than me to want to believe their precious daughter was going to deliver the Messiah in about eight months, give or take. But I guess it was our secret for now. I was saying my farewells without having resolved anything with Mary, though in my own head and heart, it was just a matter of when, not whether, I should disengage myself from this fancy family and their crazy daughter.

A long walk awaited me, but I figured it would be a good opportunity to plan out what I would say to the Rabbi, but maybe half way home, I was startled to realize that it had begun to rain, something most unusual for mid-summer in Nazareth. The rain was steady and surprisingly cold, but there was nothing to be done but to keep walking, even though I hate to get wet with my good clothing on. If the rain were not enough to torment me, next I thought I discerned a large figure at some distance directly in front of me. Robbers were fairly rare within our town but not unknown, and I had only a lantern with which to defend myself. As I got closer, though, I realized through the raindrops that the shape I was seeing was not human. It was instead a camel I was approaching, one without rider or keeper. I assumed it had gotten loose from some merchant or trader and I expected to pass it without incident. All this changed when I approached the beast on the fairly narrow road and it turned and blocked my path, as if on purpose. Each time I tried to sidestep the animal, it moved in the direction needed to continue obstructing me. I was so tired, upset and confused that I considered giving its nose a good strike with the lantern. It seemed to read my mind, turned its head towards me and tried to spit right in my face.

When camels “spit” what they’re really doing is regurgitating their cud, mixed with some saliva, and then letting it loose at whatever unlucky man or animal has offended them. Knowing the way of camels only too well, I dodged just in time and readied myself for its next aggressive move. Of course, an angry camel is a formidable foe – it charged me and butted me and before I knew it I was on the ground, the wet, messy ground, with my good cloak covered in mud. I slipped twice as I tried to get up, righted myself and reached for my lantern so I could strike back. Instead I was struck when I heard a strangely familiar voice cry:

“Don’t even think about retaliating, craftsman. I’ve angry enough already without that.”

There is an expression one uses for a sweet, soft-voiced female, the “voice of an angel,” but this was the voice from last night’s dream, deep, coarse, sarcastic and now angry. I prayed somehow that it was just a drunken delusion, but remembered I had had only two cups of wine the entire evening. Still, this camel knew whatever I was thinking: “It’s not the wine talking, Joey-boy, it’s me, the Angel Shlomo, and I’m losing my patience with you.”

“Shlomo?”

“Well, Solomon, of course, but I prefer Shlomo with my friends. I’m still hoping we can be friends, but you’ve got everyone pretty upset.”

He was a better looking camel than he had been an angel. My lantern revealed two healthy humps, a beautiful, well-groomed pale tan coat and deep, but peaceful dark eyes. 

“There’s no mention of an Angel Solomon in the holy books.”

“Doubts? That’s what you’re giving me, doubts? Are you crazy or just stubborn? The Most High has delivered the rain in mid-summer, I’ve come to you as a talking camel – are these the ordinary events in a craftsman’s life?” he thundered and stomped his right front hoof for emphasis.

“I should be grateful then?” I handed him back some anger, even as I tried wiping the mud from my beard.

“None of your sarcasm, craftsman. It’s not for you to question or comment, but to believe. We want men of faith. You’ve failed on the first try. But since Jonah got a second chance, and since what we’re asking from you is much harder to swallow than Jonah was, I’m here to convince you, and all you are suffering is a little rain and mud.” 

“You could still be a demon. Whoever heard of an Angel Solomon?”

“I prefer Shlomo,” he insisted.

“How do I know you’re not a demon? How do I know that Mary’s child is not a demon child? I’ve heard that the seed of newly dead men is used at time by devils to impregnate young virgins. How do I know this really is the will of the Most High?” I shouted.

“Do the right thing, Joseph. I can read your heart and know these are not true doubts, just excuses to resist the will of the Most High. I can’t promise you’ll never regret it; as Mary told you, Angels cannot lie. But at heart you are a good and worthy man. You have been blessed and will be blessed for all time. Don’t refuse your fate. You won’t receive a third opportunity.”

With these last words the camel-angel-cloud vanished quickly as in a dream, as if he had never really been there. The rain also had stopped. The mud on my cloak was gone, as too the bit of camel spit I had discovered in my hair, a gross mix of water, dirt and angel anger. I found myself laughing, not the laugh of a happy man but of one who has lost his mind. So this too had been but a dream, a walking, waking dream, but though unusual, it was not as hard to believe as an actual angel-turned-camel or even rain in mid-summer. Maybe the mix of wine, anxiety and worry had caused it to occur. Just as I had settled on that as a saner thing to believe, I felt more cold wet weather falling from the sky. So, the rain at least had been real, I figured. But when I looked up to see the clouds, I saw instead a clear sky, immense and full of stars, with one star brighter than all the others, a star of blue fire, seeming to follow me as a walked. And when I used my lantern the better to see the rain on my cloak, I saw instead white flakes, no two alike. It was snowing, just on me; wherever I side-stepped the snow followed. But the snow was fresh and clean and the star said not a word yet spoke to me of faith And this shining star, in Mary’s favorite color, and this personal snowstorm in mid-summer, were a little too much to doubt. This too had to be a dream, but what did it matter? Nothing was impossible, after all, for the Most High. 

 

 




Chapter Three


Custom dictates that the bride should not know the exact hour or even day when her groom should come to fetch her to his own father’s house, to begin the final steps of marriage, the nissuin that would end in a week-long celebration of the new couple’s union. Of course, as an orphan I had no father’s house to leave from, but instead the house Joachim had insisted I construct. And no one was going to take Joachim and Anne’s daughter by surprise, so they had laid out for me exactly when I should arrive to “surprise” her. As was fitting, I arrived in as fine array as a craftsman’s labor could manage, in a beautiful scarlet robe that Jude, my best and really only true friend in Nazareth had fashioned for me himself in his tailor’s shop, refusing to take any payment from me, beyond the cost of the cloth itself. He said it was his wedding present and his work was certainly worthy of a king. Of course, no matter how well I was dressed, I could not hope, nor even desired, to compete with my bride. She, surrounded by servants and bridesmaids, looked more beautiful than life itself in robes of white and blue. All of her retinue came out at once, and Mary boarded the litter that was to carry her in splendor and song through the streets of Nazareth to my door. 

Once they all arrived at what would be our home, I was of course to leave Mary to her attendants and the ritual cleansing and other preparations before she could actually see me again. I decided to stay out of the house entirely and spent the hours with Jude, whose calm demeanor would normally have been enough to help any new groom, but of course I hadn’t been able to confide in Jude my additional trauma, the secret of Mary’s possible pregnancy and its heavenly cause. I still felt I would have to be a madman to actually tell someone, even a close friend that I was being asked to believe all this. And of course it’s a funny thing, faith is. I had decided some combination of my regard for Mary’s kindness and purity and the strange waking dreams I had experienced were enough to make it possible that I was to be the foster father of God’s son. Still, I wondered how much of my faith was tied into not wanting to confront Joachim and Anne with accusations about their daughter’s own faithfulness to her betrothed, and, even worse, how much of it was tied to not wanting to lose the most beautiful and wealthy young bride in all of Galilee. This wavering between faith and doubt consumed me, in part because I knew what the Most High felt about waverers; hadn’t Moses been denied entrance into the Promised Land for one moment of hesitation? What punishment might await me if I continued to hold on to reservations? There seemed no protection from danger at either end of my beliefs. But then soon I would be with Mary and I hoped our union would help to dispel all my remaining doubts. 

I didn’t know exactly what to expect on our wedding night. I was myself a virgin, a strict follower of our law and I confess I was nervous, though anxious for us to start a life together as one. When I entered our sleeping room, the room I had designed, with its light blue walls, its windows with their curtains drawn, I saw Mary sitting on the bed I had constructed for us, She was still fully clothed. I assumed this was part of her gift to me, that she would let me slowly and happily unwrap the secrets of her feminine self before my anxious eyes. When I sat down next to her, though, I sensed her unease.

“Don’t worry, Mary. We can go as slowly as you like. After all, we have a lifetime of loving awaiting us and there is no one in the world I’d rather wait for.”

“Joseph, my husband, my beloved, I don’t know exactly what to say. I should have spoken sooner, but I haven’t had a chance to be alone with you since we talked about our blessed child who even now grows in my womb.”

Mary still didn’t look a bit pregnant; though I knew it was too soon in any pregnancy for her to show. I thought perhaps she was worried about the appropriateness of our coming together now, so I held her hand as I said: “I know the law and there is no prohibition against a pregnant woman being with her husband. So long as she is not discomfited it is lawful, even recommended that the couple continue to share their love for each other.”

Mary did not pull her hand away, but her blue-grey eyes seemed to withdraw from me, even as she said: “Yes, Joseph, you know the law well, as Emmanuel’s father on earth should. You know then that the prophet says, ‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a Son.’ I’m so sorry, my husband, my beloved, but I must remain a virgin at least until the Holy Child’s birth.” 

I let go of Mary’s hand, stunned, as if struck by lightning and she took the opportunity to rise from the bed and walk towards the window. “To avoid temptation, I think it best I sleep on your old mat, in the other room; you can enjoy the comforts of this fine bed you have made.”

“I made the bed for us!” I responded. “Surely, it’s enough for me to be willing to accept a child that isn’t mine and believe the impossible is possible; surely, you aren’t telling me we cannot become truly man and wife.”

“I’m sorry, so sorry,” Mary said gently “but this is how it has to be.”

“And if I refuse? You know I am your husband now. You have come to my house. Tomorrow morning the seven days of feasting are to begin with me proudly displaying the sheet to demonstrate what we have begun together here. It’s one thing to keep private this crazy thing you’ve asked me to believe, but I won’t be shamed in front of the entire town!”

With that shout I rushed up to Mary, grabbed her by the waist and was certain I was about to throw her on the bed she hoped to flee, but her eyes, her beautiful eyes, implored me, and further her words: “You know the law; a wife is always the one who decides if there is to be union. As long as she is not withholding her passion to hurt her spouse, the decision is hers. Please, Joseph, please be one with me in trust; what the Most High is asking of us has to matter more than our feelings.”

I looked again in her eyes, and my anger did not go away, but I saw love there, not any desire to hurt; I saw innocence and pleading and unwavering faith in the Most High. I let her go, I sat on the bed, but as she began to leave, I stopped her.

“There is no way the most beautiful woman in Nazareth can sleep on a mat for her wedding night. Please take this bed as my first of many gifts to you. I’m used to my mat. I’ll see you in the morning, my love.”

Mary rushed into my arms, hugged me, pressed her head against my chest. I withdrew knowing that touch, that embrace I had been longing for the entire year of our betrothal could not go farther without me losing all control. “I’ll see you in the morning,” I repeated as I went to find my old, dusty mat.

***

Do I even need to say I spent a restless night? What was I going to do when the sun started its ascent back into morning? Jude would be the one to knock on our door. I was supposed to then show him the bed sheet with the mark of Mary’s gift of her virginity to me and then he would show the awaiting townsfolk and there would be a shout, the music would play and the first day of a seven-day long feast, carefully orchestrated and controlled by my new in-laws was to begin. What was I going to say to Jude? To the town? To my in-laws? But worry alone never solved a problem and no visiting angel came forth to save me from my impending shame. And Jude arrived inevitably and on time and knocked on my unprotecting door.

“Congratulations and the blessings of the Most High be on you and your bride and all your future descendants,” Jude greeted me more floridly than his usual plain speech would have predicted. I guess he thought one had to say something special at this special moment, he little knowing how much I needed any sort of blessings I could encounter.

“Come in, come in,” I told him as I practically dragged him into the house.

“What’s the matter? Isn’t your bride ready to greet the world? Did you keep her up all night with your, with, well, you know,” he said, blushing a little. “She can take another moment or two, but the people are beginning to get impatient. As it is I’ve come an hour later than most of them wanted me to.”
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