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It had been one of the last farmhouses on a dead-end lane leading out of Bethlehem up onto the hillsides. The farmer turned out to be originally from Capernaum himself, so he took pity on the young travel-stained couple from Galilee.

The cave was cold and draughty at first, but better than a hedgerow. The wood fire they kindled gave some warmth. Now the cave was slightly less cold but very smoky. Normally a byre, it was littered with droppings, but their obliging host moved most of his herd out into his other shed. The missus meanwhile brought in some hot broth for Joseph and Mary, with which they ate their remaining bread from the journey. A plain supper, but very welcome.

“She’s well on the way, your wife, isn’t she?” remarked the farmer. “Bairn must be due any day, I reckon. Long journey for her in her condition. We’ve got some old blankets somewhere. Make her more comfortable. Missus’ll bring ‘em in.”

“May the Lord bless you for all your kindness,” replied Joseph. “We’d be most grateful. My wife thinks it might even be tonight. She says the child seems restless.”

“Well, if you need anything give us a knock. Doesn’t matter at what hour. My wife’s had several of her own so she knows what to do. Be your first, will it? Boy or girl, I wonder?”

“Oh, a boy,” Mary suddenly broke her silence.

“Well, that is,” added Joseph, sounding slightly embarrassed, “we’ve been praying for a boy at any rate.”

“Happen she’s right.” replied the farmer. “Some folks know what’s coming to them. Intuition, or the stars, I suppose. Good night to ye, now, I’d best be off . . And I’ll send the lad to shift this trough into the other shed, give you more room. If he remembers, that is

They talked for a while, but both were very weary. They prayed the Psalms together, then Mary lay down to sleep. Joseph dragged out his oil lamp from the donkey’s pannier, stood it on the corner of the manger (the lad had forgotten), and lit it in case the fire’s glowing embers went out. He sat there, his head on his staff, staring at the dying fire and wondering.

For the thousandth time the words of the Angel which Mary had confided to him, trundled round in his head. “You must call him Jesus, Son of the Most High. . throne of his ancestor David . . he will rule over Jacob for ever.” Nervous he was, like any expectant father, even if the child was not his doing. Why should he, Joseph bar Jakov, find himself caught up in this miraculous affair? Ever since that peculiar dream, his world had been turned upside down.

He felt he’d let Mary down a bit. He’d failed to track down those distant cousins. How was he to know they had moved from Bethlehem? Then if trade had been better, he might have had more money, they could have afforded somewhere decent to stay. What a place to end up in the city of his ancestors! They might have known the caravanserai would be full up. Every single door in that great courtyard that afternoon, it had been the same story. Full up. No room. You’re too late. Just taken. Camels from the Negev and Philistia, Samaria and Lebanon, foreign accents everywhere, rich merchants feasting and wining at table within. Even the cheapest hostels were packed out. The private houses had racked up their prices and looked disdainfully on an impoverished joiner from the north. Such is life.

Joseph kept gazing lovingly at Mary, praying that the life within her was safe, then back at the dying embers. He must have dozed off. Suddenly Mary was calling him. “Joseph, Joseph, help, it’s started.” She was sweating and wincing with pain every minute or so....

Every age brings its own insights to assist the imagination of the Nativity scene. Medieval musicians were only too keen to write in a full chorus of midwives to assist at a King’s birth. A farmer’s wife with a basin of hot water and a few clean cloths would seem more accurate to us. We do not know whether Mary suffered the usual pains of childbirth, or whether her own Immaculate Conception spared her this penalty of the Fall mentioned in Genesis.

The Roman Emperor Augustus’ reign from 27 BC - 14 AD was an era of peace for the ancient world, the Pax Augustana. During this time, as prophesied even in the Eclogues of the classical poet Virgil, the Prince of Peace was born on earth. The exact date must have been before Herod the Great’s death in 4 BC. The census of Quirinius, pro-consular legate, was probably around 6 or 7 BC. All the known world went to be registered, as the One who will make the final roll call of all humanity, and select those whose names are recorded in the Book of Life, appeared on earth in a cowshed in Bethlehem.

St John’s Gospel tells us that “The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us” or, more accurately, “pitched his tent” among us. In the child in the manger we see the invisible God made visible. But why do we call the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity the “Word” of the Father?

It is because He is the Father’s perfect and total utterance, the perfect self-expression of the Father. To explain, when we have within us some idea or experience or feeling which we wish to communicate, we express it, imperfectly and partially, with our voices. But the spoken words never fully express the inner reality, the word within. In contrast, when the Father speaks (e.g. “Let there be light.”) He creates. His word is creative. When the Father speaks totally and perfectly, He begets the Second Divine Person. He generates God from God, Light from Light.

In the words of St Basil: “He is called the Word because He was begotten impassibly. Because He is the Image of the Father, wholly showing His Begetter in Himself, not separating from Him, yet existing complete within Himself.” Or, as St Augustine puts in in his De Trinitate: “The Father, as it were, uttering Himself, begot the Son equal to Himself in all things; He would not wholly and perfectly have uttered Himself, if anything less or more were in His Word than in Himself.”

Moreover, in the Incarnation, it is not that the Word of God is changed into flesh, but that He takes on flesh. To say that “In Jesus, God became a human person”, is at best theologically incompetent, and at worst outright heresy. Rather the Divine Person, the Word, who is spirit, takes on full human nature, body and soul, in order to redeem that same human nature. He in One Divine Person in two natures, human and divine.

However difficult this is to explain or understand, it is the Absolute, total and universal Power who lies there in the manger, weak and crying, shivering from the draughts and warmed by his mother’s milk. The ancient religion of Yahweh is turned upside down, as God Himself toddles round upon earth and needs His nappies changed.

Jesus comes as the weak, the poor, the stranger, the lonely, to our cosily feasting Christmas circles. Do we make Him welcome?0

