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Mary and Joseph 

This is the story of Jesus and his brother Christ, 
of how thev were born, ot how they lived and of 
how one of them died. The death of the other is 

not part ot the story. 
As the world knows, their mother was called 

Mary. She was the daughter of Joachim and Anna, 
a rich, pious and elderly couple who had never had 
a child, much as they prayed for one. It was con­
sidered shameful that Joachim had never fathered any 
offspring, and he felt the shame keenly. Anna was 
just as unhappy. One day she saw a nest of sparrows 
in a laurel tree, and wept that even the birds and 
the beasts could produce young, when she could not. 

Finally, however, possibly because ot their 
fervent prayers, Anna conceived a child, and in 
due course 'she gave birth to a girl. Joachim and 
Anna vowed to dedicate her to the Lord God, so 
they took her to the temple and offered her to the 
high priest Zachanas, who kissed her and blessed 

her and took her into his care. 
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Zacharias nurtured the child like a dove, and 
she danced for the Lord, and everyone loved her 

for her grace and simplicity. 
But she grew as every other girl did, and when 

she was twelve years old the priests of the temple 
realised that before long she would begin to bleed 
every month. That, of course, would pollute the 
holy place. What could they do? They had taken 
charge of her; they couldn't simply throw her out. 

So Zacharias prayed, and an angel told him 
what to do. They should find a husband for Mary, 
but he should be a good deal older, a steady and 
e x p e r i e n c e d  m a n .  A  w i d o w e r  w o u l d  b e  i d e a l .  T h e  
angel gave precise instructions, and promised a 
miracle to confirm the choice of the right man. 

Accordingly, Zacharias called together as many 
widowers as he could find. Each one was to bring 
with him a wooden rod. A dozen or more men came 
in answer, some young, some middle-aged, some 
old. Among them was a carpenter called Joseph. 

Consulting his instructions, Zacharias gathered 
all the rods together and prayed over them before 
giving them back. The last to receive his rod was 
Joseph, and as soon as it came into his hand it 

burst into flower. 



MARY AND JOSEPH 

'You're the one!' said Zachanas. 'The Lord has 
commanded that you should marry the girl Mary' 

'But I'm an old man!' said Joseph. And I have 
sons older than the girl. I shall be a laughing-stock.' 

'Do as you are commanded,' said Zacharias, 
'or face the anger of the Lord. Remember what 

happened to Korah. 
Korah was a Levite who had challenged the 

authority of Moses. As a punishment the earth 
opened under him and swallowed him up, together 

with all his household. 
Joseph was afraid, and reluctantly agreed to 

take the girl in marriage. He took her back to his 

house. , 
'You must stay here while I go about my work, 

he told her. 'I'll come back to you in good time. 

The Lord will watch over you.' 
In Joseph's household Mary worked so hard and 

behaved so modestly that no one had a word of 
criticism for her. She spun wool, she made bread, 
she drew water from the well, and as she grew and 
became a young woman there were many who 
wondered at this strange marriage, and at Joseph s 
absence. There were others, too, young men m 
particular, who would try to speak to her and 
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smile engagingly, but she said little in reply and 
kept her eyes on the ground. It was easy to see 
how simple and good she was. 

And time went past. 



The Birth of John 

Now Zacharias the high priest was old like Joseph, 
and his wife Elizabeth was elderly too. Like Joachim 
and Anna, they had never had a child, much as 

thev desired one. 
One day Zacharias saw an angel, who told him 

'Your wife will bear a child, and you must call him 

John.' 
Zacharias was astounded, and said How can 

that possibly be? I am an old man. and my wife is 

barren.' , 
'It will happen,' said the angel. 'And until it does, 

you shall be mute, since you did not believe me. 
And so it was. Zacharias could no longer speak. 

But shortly after that Elizabeth conceived a child 
and was overjoyed, because her barrenness had 

been a disgrace and hard to endure. 
When the time came, she bore a son. As t ey 

were going to circumcise him they asked what he 
should be called, and Zacharias took a tablet and 

wrote 'John'. 
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His relatives were surprised, because none of 
the family had that name; but as soon as he had 
written it, Zacharias became able to speak again, 
and this miracle confirmed the choice. The boy 

was named John. 



The Conception of Jesus 

At that time, Mary was about sixteen tear 

and loseph had never touched her. 
One night in her bedroom she heard a whisper 

through her window. 
'Mary, do you know how bearmiul you are. 

are ,he most loyelv of all women. The Lord must 
haye favoured you especially, to be so sweet and 
so gracrous, to have such eyes and such hps . . • 

'she was confused, and said 'Who are you. 
'I am an angel,' said the vote 'U. me in and 

1 shall tell vou a secret that only you must know. 
She opened the window and let him ,n. In order 

not to frighten her, he had assumed the- appear­
ance of a young man, just like one ot the wrung 

men who spoke to her by the well. 
'What is the secret?' she said. 
'You are going to conceive a child, sai t e 

angel. 
Mary was bewildered. 
'But mv husband is away, she said. 

7 
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'Ah, the Lord wants this to happen at once. I 
have come from him especially to bring it about. 
Mary, you are blessed among women, that this 
should come to you! You must give thanks to the 

Lord.' 
And that very night she conceived a child, just 

as the angel foretold. 
When Joseph came home from the work that 

had taken him away, he was dismayed beyond 
measure to find his wife expecting a child. He hid 
his head in his cloak, he threw himself to the 
ground, he wept bitterly, he covered himself with 

ashes. 
'Lord,' he cried, 'forgive me! Forgive me! What 

sort of care is this? I took this child as a virgin 
from the temple, and look at her now! I should 
have kept her safe, but I left her alone just as Adam 
left Eve, and look, the serpent has come to her in 

the same way!' 
He called her to him and said 'Mary, my poor 

child, what have you done? You that were so pure 
and good, to have betrayed your innocence! Who 
is the man that did this?' 

She wept bitterly, and said 'I've done no wrong, 
I swear! I have never been touched by a man! It 

- 8 -
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was an angel  that  came to  me,  because God wanted 

me to  conceive a  chi ld!  
loseph was t roubled.  I f  th is  was real ly  God s  

wil l ,  i t  must  be his  duty to  look al ter  her  and 
the chi ld .  But  i t  would look bad al l  the  same.  

Nevertheless, he said no more. 

_ g  -





The Birth of Jesus, and the Coming 
of the Shepherds 

Not long afterwards there came a decree trom the 
Roman emperor, saying that everyone should go 
to their ancestral town in order to be counted m 
a great census. Joseph lived m Nazareth m 
Galilee, but his family had come from Bethlehem 
in Judea, some days' journey to the south. He 
thought to himself: How shall I have them record 
Mary's name? I can list my sons, but what Tall 
I do with her? Shall I call her my wife? I'd be 
ashamed. Should I call her my daughter? But 
people know that she's not my daughter, and 
besides, it's obvious that she s expecting a chil 

What can I do? 
In the end he set off, with Mary riding a donkey 

behind him. The child was due to be born any day, 
and still Joseph did not know what he was going 
to say about his wife. When they had nearly reached 
Bethlehem, he turned around to see how she was, 
and saw her looking sad. Perhaps she's in pain, he 

-  1 1  -
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thought. A little later he turned around again, and 
this time saw her laughing. 

'What is it?' he said. 'A moment ago you were 
looking sad, and now you're laughing.' 

'I saw two men,' she said, 'and one of them 
was weeping and crying, and the other was 
laughing and rejoicing.' 

There was no one in sight. He thought: How 
can this be? 

But he said no more, and soon they came to 
the town. Every inn was full, and Mary was crying 
and trembling, for the child was about to be born. 

'There's no room,' said the last innkeeper they 
asked. 'But you can sleep in the stable — the beasts 
will keep you warm.' 

Joseph spread their bedding on the straw and 
made Mary comfortable, and ran to find a midwife. 
When he came back the child was already born, 
but the midwife said 'There's another to come. 
She is having twins.' 

And sure enough, a second child was born soon 
afterwards. They were both boys, and the first 
was strong and healthy, but the second was small, 
weak, and sickly. Mary wrapped the strong boy 
in cloth and laid him in the feeding trough, and 
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suckled the other first, because she felt sorry for 

him. 
That night there were shepherds keeping watch 

over their flocks on the hills outside the town. An 

angel appeared to them glowing with light, and 
the shepherds were terrified until the angel said 
'Don't be afraid. Tonight a child has been born in 

the town, and he will be the Messiah. You will 

know him by this sign: you will find him wrapped 

in bands of cloth and lying in a feeding trough. 
The shepherds were pious Jews, and they knew 

what the Messiah meant. The prophets had fore­

told that the Messiah, the Anointed One, would 
come to rescue the Israelites from their oppres­

sion. The Jews had had many oppressors over the 

centuries; the latest were the Romans, who had 

occupied Palestine for some years now. Many people 

expected the Messiah to lead the Jewish people m 

battle and free them from the power of Rome. 
So they set off to the town to find him. Hearing 

the sound of a baby's cry, they made their way to 

the stable beside the inn, where they found an 

elderly man watching over a young woman who 

was nursing a new-born baby. Beside them m the 

feeding trough lay another baby wrapped in bands 

-  1 3  -
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of cloth, and this was the one that was crying. 
And it was the second child, the sickly one, because 
Mary had nursed him first and set him to lie down 
while she nursed the other. 

'We have come to see the Messiah,' said the 
shepherds, and explained about the angel and how 
he had told them where to find the baby. 

'This one?' said Joseph. 
'That is what we were told. That is how we 

knew him. Who would have thought to look for a 
child in a feeding trough? It must be him. He must 
be the one sent from God.' 

Mary heard this without surprise. Hadn't she 
been told something similar by the angel who came 
to her bedroom? However, she was proud and 
happy that her little helpless son was receiving 
such tribute and praise. The other didn't need it; 
he was strong and quiet and calm, like Joseph. One 
for Joseph, and one for me, thought Mary, and kept 
this idea in her heart, and said nothing of it. 

- 14 -



The Astrologers 

At the same time some astrologers from the East 
arrived in Jerusalem, looking, so they claimed, for 
the king of the Jews, who had just been born. They 
had worked this out from their observations of 
the planets, and calculated the child's horoscope 
with every detail of ascendant and transit and 

progression. 
Naturally, they first went to the palace and 

asked to see the royal child. King Herod was suspi­
cious, and called for them to come to him and 

explain. 
'Our calculations show that a child has been 

born nearbv who will be the king of the Jews. We 
assumed he had been brought to the palace, so we 
came here first. We have brought gifts—' 

'How interesting,' said Herod. 'And where was 

he born, this royal child?' 
'In Bethlehem.' 
'Come a little closer,' said the king, lowering 

his voice. 'You understand - you are men of the 

- is 
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world, you know these things — for reasons of state 
I have to be very careful what I say. There are 
powers abroad that you and I know little about, 
but they wouldn't hesitate to kill such a child if 
they found him, and the most important thing 
now is to protect him. You go to Bethlehem -
make enquiries - and as soon as you have any 
information, come and tell me. I'll make sure that 
the dear child is looked after safely.' 

So the astrologers went the few miles south to 
Bethlehem to find the child. They looked at their 
star charts, they consulted their books, they made 
lengthy calculations, and finally, after asking at 
nearly every house in Bethlehem, they found the 
family they were looking for. 

So this is the child who is to rule over the 
Jews!' they said. 'Or is it that one?' 

Mary proudly held out her little weak son. 
The other was sleeping peacefully nearby. The 
astrologers paid homage to the child in his mother's 
arms, and opened their treasure chests and gave 
gifts: gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. 

'You've come from Herod, you say?' said 
Joseph. 

'Oh, yes. He wants us to go back and tell him 
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where to find vou, so he can make sure the child 

is safe.' 
'If I were you,' said Joseph, 'I'd go straight 

home. The king is unpredictable, you know. He 
might take it into his head to punish you. We'll 
take the child to him in good time, don't worry' 

The astrologers thought this was good advice, 
and went their way Meanwhile, Joseph packed 
their goods hastily, and set off that very night 
with Mary and the children and went to Egypt, 
because he knew King Herod s volatile ways, and 

feared what he would do. 
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The Death of Zacharias 

He was r ight  to  do so.  When Herod real ised that  
the astrologers  were not  going to  come back,  he 
f lew into a  rage and ordered that  every chi ld  in  
Bethlehem and the neighbourhood under  two years  
of  age should be ki l led a t  once.  

One of  the chi ldren of  the r ight  age was John,  
the son of  Zacharias  and El izabeth.  As soon as  
they heard ot  Herod 's  plan,  El izabeth took him 
up into the mountains  looking tor  somewhere to  
hide.  But  she was old and could not  walk very tar ,  
and in  her  despair  she cr ied out  'Oh mountain of  
God,  shel ter  a  mother  and her  chi ld! '  

At  once the mountain opened and ot tered her  

a  cave in  which to  shel ter .  
So she and the chi ld  were sate ,  but  Zacharias  

was in  t rouble .  Herod knew that  he had recenth 
fathered a  chi ld ,  and sent  for  him.  

'Where is  your  chi ld? Where have you hidden 

him?'  
' I  am a busv pr ies t ,  Your Majesty!  I  spend al l  

-  I S  -
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my time about the business of the temple! Looking 
after children is women's work. I don't know where 
my son can be.' 

'I warn you - tell the truth! I can spill your 
blood if I want to.' 

If you shed my blood, I shall be a martyr to 
the Lord, said Zacharias, and that came true, 
because he was killed there and then. 

- 20 -



The Childhood of Jesus 

Meanwhile, Joseph and Mary were deciding what 
to call their sons. The firstborn was to be named 
Jesus, but what to call the other, Mary's secret 
favourite? In the end thev gave him a common 
name, but in view of what the shepherds had said, 
Mary always called him Christ, which is Greek 
for Messiah. Jesus was a strong and cheerful baby, 
but Christ was often ill, and Mary worried about 
him, and gave him the warmest blankets, and let 
him suck honey from her fingertip to stop him 
crying. 

Not long after thev had arrived in Egypt, Joseph 
heard that King Herod had died. It was safe to go 
back to Palestine, and so they set off back to 
Joseph's home in Nazareth in Galilee. There the 
children grew up. 

And as time passed there came more children 
to join them, more brothers, and sisters too. Mary 
loved all her children, but not equally. The little 
Christ seemed to her to need special care. Where 
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Jesus and the other children were boisterous and 
played loudly together, getting into mischief, 
stealing fruit, shouting out rude names and 
running away, picking fights, throwing stones, 
daubing mud on house walls, catching sparrows, 
Christ clung to his mother's skirts and spent hours 
in reading and prayer. 

One day Mary went to the house of a neigh­
bour who was a dyer. Jesus and Christ both came 
with her, and while she was talking to the dyer, 
with Christ close by her side, Jesus went into 
the workshop. He looked at all the vessels 
containing different coloured dyes, and dipped 
a finger in each one, and then wiped them on 
the pile of cloths waiting to be dyed. Then he 
thought that the dyer would notice and be angry 
with him, so he bundled up the entire pile and 
thrust it all into the vessel containing a black 
dye. 

He went back to the room where his mother 
was talking to the dyer, and Christ saw him 
and said Mama, Jesus has done something 
wrong.' 

Jesus had his hands behind him. 
'Show me your hands,' said Mary. 
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He brought his hands around to show. They 
were coloured black, red, yellow, purple and 

blue. 
'What have vou been doing?' she said. 
Alarmed, the dyer ran into his workshop. 

Bulging out of the top of the vessel with the 
black dve was an untidy heap of cloth, besmeared 
and stained with black, and with other colours 

as well. 
'Oh no! Look what this brat has done!' he 

cried. 'All this cloth - it'll cost me a fortune!' 
'Jesus, vou bad boy!' said Mary. 'Look, you've 

destroyed all this man's work! We'll have to pay 
for it. How can we do that?' 

'But 1 thought I was helping,' said Jesus. 
'Mama,' said Christ, 'I can make it all better.' 
And he took a corner of cloth, and said to the 

dyer: 
'What colour is this one supposed to be, sir?' 
'Red,' said the dyer. 
And the child pulled it out of the vessel, and 

it was red all over. Then he pulled out each ot the 
remaining cloths, asking the dyer what colour it 
should be, and so they were: each piece was perfectly 
dyed just as the customer had ordered it. 
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The dyer marvelled, and Mary embraced the 
child Christ and kissed him again and again, 
filled with joy at the goodness of the little 
fellow. 

Another time Jesus was playing beside the ford 
across a brook, and he made some little sparrows 
out of mud and set them all up in a row. A pious 
Jew who was passing saw what he was doing and 
went to tell Joseph. 

'Your son has broken the sabbath!' he said. 'Do 
you know what he's doing down by the ford? You 
should control your children!' 

Joseph hurried to see what Jesus was doing. 
Christ had heard the man shouting, and followed 
close behind Joseph. Other people were following 
too, having heard the commotion. They got there 
just as Jesus made the twelfth sparrow. 

'Jesus!' Joseph said. 'Stop that at once. You 
know this is the sabbath.' 

They were going to punish Jesus, but Christ 
clapped his hands, and at once the sparrows came 
alive and flew away. The people were amazed. 

I didn t want my brother to get into trouble,' 
Christ explained. 'He's a good boy really.' 

And all the adults were filled with admiration. 
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The l i t t le  bov was  so  modest  and thoughtful ,  
not  a  b i t  l ike  h is  brother .  But  the  chi ldren of  the  

town preferred  Jesus .  


