Christmas Greetings
We’ve all seen the Nativity Plays, heard the Christmas songs in the shops, and maybe even attended a Carol service. In all these the emphasis is on the grand characters, Mary, Jesus and the Three Kings. But for those of us in the Craft and Gift Trades the more interesting characters are perhaps the workers, the shepherds and the carpenter. While many, now, think of these as lowly trades, 2000 years ago they were the professionals who made a real difference to people’s lives.

Back then the Middle East had just been colonised by the Romans, and while most people tried to get on with their lives, others resisted. Rather like modern day Iraq there was a diverse mixture of loyal citizens, soldiers, idealistic freedom fighters, and criminal gangs. Travelling would have been very dangerous.

Joseph, a carpenter, might have been kept busy repairing the damage done by conflict, or helping build the trappings of a military occupation, or the grand trappings of Empire. He may even have made souvenirs to sell to the Romans. However he spent his time he would not have wanted to travel far without his tools, so probably in addition to Mary, and their food and cloths for the journey, the “Little Donkey” would have carried the tools, that Joseph could not have improvised on site.

You can imagine Joseph and Mary starting out on the 70-mile route between Nazareth and Bethlehem, buoyed by their love and excitement about the forthcoming birth, perhaps a little anxious about the dangers, but taking comfort from others making the same journey. Later in the day Mary would begin to struggle, but while she would be determined to carry on, Joseph would watch her anxiously, until at last she admitted defeat, and he would lift the luggage off the donkey, so that she could ride to the next town.

The journey would take several days, even a week, and as they tired and with the nearness of the birth, Mary would perhaps be forced to ride earlier each day. You can imagine that Joseph (like you or I), with aching shoulders, stubbed toes, sprained ankles, and anxious about his decreasing ability to defend Mary, might start to grumble to himself. “I love Mary, but was I naïve to believe that nonsense about an angel? Look at the donkey, the poor animal was bought to carry wood to the workshop, and carry finished jobs to the customers, and now it is as exhausted as I am. And Mary, she keeps whinging about the baby, and about cramps and about, well almost anything, and she isn’t carrying anything.”  (Babies don’t count –I’m, you guessed it, am a man – some say!)

Eventually they get to Bethlehem, and he has to keep knocking on doors and being rejected. Someone says they can use a stable, and exhausted as he was, he had to move the animals, muck out, and scrub it down, and then as soon as he got to sleep, Mary woke him with a cry. He held her hand, through the labour. In those days there was not much else you could do, but eventually Jesus was safely born.

And suddenly they were a family. The journey was over. The aches went. The world was no longer about Mary and Joseph, it was about the baby.

And then the visits start. 

And Joseph? He added christening stools and toys to his catalogue.

Have a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year
