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Mary's Diary : Part 1

Dear Diary,

Spring has arrived, suddenly and beautifully. The almond tree is in blossom and the pomegranate is just showing the first touches of red. And simply fantastic things have been happening to me so thought that I absolutely must tell someone.

First great thing is that it was my 15th birthday last month  and I now feel that I am truly a woman. 

The second great thing is that I am betrothed.  I'm really relieved that it is Joseph, the son of Dad's cousin in the carpenter's shop.  I had been so worried. A couple of months ago I saw Mum talking to the mother of Nathan  and I knew that Mum had been to talk to the Rabbi. My heart really sank

Anyway coming home from the well with Anna and her brother the next day we banged into Joseph who was just coming back from Sepphori's with some special timber so I just let drop about the Nathan thing and he looked a bit startled. It worked, it worked! The next week his parents came to visit mine and finally last week the bride price was paid.  Joseph is a lot older than I am, in his mid twenties. I think. He's been a bit shy with girls but he does have nice eyes and he always has plenty to talk about when he is with the family. I get on well with his mother so no problems living with his parents. Mum is suddenly getting particular over everything I cook and says that I have to have things perfect before I get married otherwise the poor man will starve!

Last week we had the betrothal party at the home of Joseph's parents.  We had  lamb, spiced wine and honey cakes and someone had given his father Heli some pickled roe of fish for a treat. I was sorry that Elizabeth my cousin couldn't come,  Judaea is just a bit far.  Aunty Beth said that Elizabeth has been looking a bit peaky. She wondered in fact whether Elizabeth might be pregnant but Aunt Hannah who knows these things said that Elizabeth was already past the "change" so she couldn't possibly be pregnant. Aunt Beulah chipped in as usual, and said that Zechariah,  Elizabeth's husband  spent so much time praying in the Temple that he was never home. Poor Elizabeth, the Rabbi says that 7 people are excommunicated by God and one of those is a Jew whose wife has no child.  Zechariah had had some trouble with his throat and hadn't been able to talk but no one seemed to know why  and although Elizabeth said that "something special had happened" for both of them she didn't give any more information away. Some people apparently thought that he had seen some kind of vision in the Temple when he was on duty. I really long to see Elizabeth, I miss her and I know she would approve of Joseph.

We won't get married for a whole year because Joseph wants to build a new room to their house. I have heaps to do but a year seems such a long time. Tonight I have to hear Benjamin recite his Psalms for school tomorrow.

Anyway I'll keep in touch
Till next time, Mary.

Mary's Diary : Part 2

Dear Diary,

I am writing to you from Judea, surprise! I know that it is absolutely ages since I wrote in you but so many things have happened I didn't really know how to put them into words and I was scared that if I did so someone might find you and then there would be BIG trouble.
Just after I last wrote to you I had this awesome experience. The angel Gabriel visited me, I saw him, the one Daniel the prophet saw.  No it wasn't a dream, I was awake and whatever it was, it was real and scary. He had a message for me- that I was going to have a baby who will be the Promised One, child of God Most High. I am to name the baby, "Jesus" which means "salvation".  He also said that my cousin Elizabeth was already six months pregnant with another special baby. No one else was aware of what was happening. But I'm sure that the other girls said that you have to make love with a man before you can have a baby. I was, am, so bewildered. Joseph is so honourable, how can I ever tell him.

I knew that Dad would kill Joseph if he thought that I was pregnant, it would bring so much shame on our family. And who would believe me. I told my best friend who promptly burst into tears, we talked and talked trying to make sense of it all and she said that I had to tell Mum. I had to wait until I could get her by herself without the Aunts around. Mum was quite calm really, even though she looked worried and went away to think about it. Then she said, that I should go to Elizabeth, because she has no daughter to help her and no one there would start asking questions. She found some neighbours travelling to Judea so I quickly packed a few things and was able to join their group.

Elizabeth and Zechariah made me so welcome. I was so overjoyed that I sang a song like Hannah did when she found that she was pregnant with Samuel. They didn't find my experience strange at all and I have spent hours talking it over with both of them. Zechariah hasn't been able to speak since he saw the angel who visited him, but he does write things down for me to read. Elizabeth explains the passages in the Prophets that tell us about the Messiah and we both wonder what our babies will be like. But two boys, that's good, they can play together when they see each other.

I know that God will protect me but I am still frightened a bit. I will have to tell Joseph when I return home. He must be wondering why I left in such a hurry. What happens if he wants to divorce me? If this is the anointed one, how can I bring him up if everyone in Nazareth despises me? If Joseph whom I really, really love doesn't want me as his wife any more? Why our family. I don't know that I want to be "special" really.

It was just as well that I came. I was quite sick in the mornings, hungry and sick at the same time and feeling awful. Imagine how many questions my beady eyed Aunts would ask.  Elizabeth's baby is due later this month. She says that she feels like one of those old camels lumbering around the desert, but everyone here is so pleased for her.  It has been good, because she has been able to tell me what to expect, what I should eat or not eat and all about the Temple regulations for when you have a baby.

I think that I will have to return home soon. Elizabeth has plenty of help here from her relatives who cluck over her.  I have to have it out with Joseph before I get too big. Luckily my clothes will cover everything for a few more months.
Till next time,
Mary.

Mary's Diary : Part 3.

Dear Diary,
Well, I arrived home last month just before Elizabeth gave birth to her son.  We heard from a traveller yesterday that the baby boy is doing well and though Elizabeth is tired from a difficult birth due to her age, she is steadily picking up. There were some arguments in the family because Zechariah wanted him to be called "John". The men couldn't understand why a name had to be chosen that was not a family name. Uncle James snorted something about new fangled ideas - anyone would think it was a difficult name to remember or something.

My parents called a meeting with Joseph and his family to discuss my pregnancy. I was so totally scared, I could hardly breathe. Mum had finally told Dad while I was in Judea so he had calmed down a bit by the time I returned. He went to visit the Rabbi to discuss the whole matter. I don't know what was said but he seemed more at ease afterwards.  Aunt Beulah still gives me sideways looks, I'm sure she doesn't believe my story about the messenger from God.
Joseph was devastated. I was allowed to talk quietly with him while our parents were nearby. He looked so hurt, and white, as though I'd kicked him in the stomach. He said that he wanted time out to think about this. The reputation of his whole family is at stake here. If he does decide to divorce me then I shall just curl up and die, I know I will. I am really worried about the men of his family if they think their reputation is at stake.

 It's all very hush, hush. The women spend their time having whispering sessions so the children don't hear but they must know that something is up.  I'd just love to run away, the atmosphere is dreadful. Mum says that I have to walk tall so people don't notice my expanding waistline. I can feel the baby move now. Now I know it's for real and sometimes I lie awake at night and feel so protective of it.
Aunt Elizabeth did give me a new robe to wear, a bit fuller than I would normally wear but it will hide things for a bit longer. Mum watches that I don't carry too heavy a load back from the well. I'm still getting up during the night and I feel terribly tired some mornings. Mum wants me to visit the midwife to talk with her but until Joseph works through what he wants to do then I don't want anyone else to know in case she talks. I could be stoned alive for this !!

Mum won't let me eat green vegetables or fat but keeps feeding me salt fish if there are any in the market and mustard. 

Some soldiers from the palace of Herod Antipas marched through the town today. They stopped for a drink at the main well and were ordering any man they could find to fetch and carry for them. They are so arrogant, you could cut the tension in the air. No one likes collaborators.
Till next time.  Mary

Mary's Diary : Part 4

Dear Diary,

This time last week, the same day, the same hour, Joseph and I were being married. This is such great news I had to tell you.

Last month when Joseph and his father finally arrived to speak with my father and his brothers the discussion seemed to go on forever. The women who were serving them didn't give anything away. I was really scared as everyone looked so serious.  But finally when everyone came out of the meeting Father said that Joseph loved me and wanted to take care of me and the baby and that the marriage would go ahead.  I was laughing and crying, my mother was laughing and crying, my father allowed himself to smile and my sister was jumping up and down saying that she wanted to be a bridesmaid. Suddenly everyone loves everyone else and the sun has come out.

Joseph looking so handsome in his bridal costume and a garland of flowers around his neck, came to the house of my parents with some of his friends in a procession with drums and took me to the house of his parents. My cousin had loaned me her wedding dress as she is larger than I am and it looked really nice and covered everything quite neatly. The veil came from my grandmother and Joseph had given me two really fine gold necklaces. His parents gave me some bangles as well and an anklet which jangles as I walk. My sister and two of my younger cousins were the bridesmaids and they made up my face beforehand and plaited and oiled my hair. They placed a circle of gold around my veil to hold it in place.

The feast was magnificent and lasted three days. Joseph and I sat under a canopy and were waited on like royalty. We had fat tails of sheep, ripe figs and honey dates, fresh olives, pickled roe of fish, lentils and greens and rice, cream with honey and wine flavoured with myrrh. I must be the only bride in the town who had indigestion on her wedding day!  I caught Aunt Beulah pursing her lips a few times, I am sure she does not approve of pregnant ladies eating so much.

Now we are living with Joseph's parents I have to learn the way things are done in this household and the way his mother and aunts cook, but so far everyone has been very kind.  They are very much like my own family in many ways so I am not too nervous.

Joseph's grandmother sat me down yesterday and explained that his family stretches all the way back to King David and before that to Father Abraham. The old lady can remember their genealogy all the way back to the beginning of time and recited it for me. What a tremendous memory.  Their home town is actually Bethlehem, but they moved here because of the family business.

I suddenly realised the day of my wedding that I could no longer see my feet. My waistline continues to expand and I am finding it difficult to bend over to pull my sandals on but I am kept busy and feel so much more relaxed and secure. Whatever happens there are two of us to take care of the baby now. If the baby is a boy, and I am sure that it will be, then everyone will forgive us for the trouble we caused.

Mary's Diary : Part 5

Dear Diary,
Joseph has been feeling a bit blue lately. He finds it hard to live with the fact that nothing he had planned has actually worked out properly so far, not a year-long engagement, not time to build an extra room onto his parents' house, not our wedding, not my pregnancy, not the birth of my baby.  Poor one, I do tell him that it doesn't matter as long as we are together and a family but he takes the snide comments around the village to heart. He tells me that when he gets fed up he takes it out on the hammer and chisel and gets through twice as much work. 

The Romans are making noises again. Apparently the Emperor Augustus in Rome has ordered a census throughout his vast empire. An official messenger, plus bodyguard, from Publius Sulpiciius Quirinius the Governor of Syria, arrived this week with orders that everyone has to return to their place of origin by the middle of December to be registered for taxation purposes. They seem so arrogant. I think we are supposed to be grateful that they have "civilised" us.  They might be wealthier than we are but it is our taxes which support their lifestyle.  Just because they are a World Power they think they own the Middle East. It means that Joseph and his kin will have to return to Bethlehem to be registered and list any property which they have inherited since the last census.

Joseph wants me to go with him. I was really a bit weepy when he told me. I was feeling heavy and horrible and hot from making bread and the thought of a four or five day walk didn't thrill me.  Joseph says that he will borrow a donkey from his cousin so that I can ride - I guess that a sore bottom is better than sore feet. I hope all the movement doesn't bring the baby on too soon. He says that we can stay with family on the way.

Well, he did talk some sense. He thinks that if we go, then we can stay on with his family for the birth of the baby and for a few weeks afterwards so that no one will know the real age of the baby when we return. He said that there is plenty of carpentry and building work there to tide us over - one of his cousins has a house that needs renovating and some yokes made for his oxen. I guess that makes sense.  He assures me that the women will take care of me and that Abigail, his uncle's wife is a trained midwife.

My back aches now when I am sitting making bread and I am getting heartburn after the evening meal. The Aunts have fifteen different remedies for this, none of which seem to work for me. It is still possible to hide the size of the bump if I am careful but you can't really fool the village women, they have eyes like hawks.  It won't be long now  - I wish it was all over really.

Till later
Mary

Mary's Diary : Part 6

Well, my big news.  Our baby is born,   I have a little son. He is so lovely,  he snuggles against me and is so warm. He has sort of golden fluff for hair and his eyes are blue though friends say that the colour might change later. I can't stop looking at him and all the neighbourhood children have been in for a look. Joseph is quite dotty over him and talks to him when he comes in from work. Says he has hands that will make a good carpenter.  He sleeps most of the day which is great as I am still a bit tired after all that has happened. 
We left Nazareth eight days ago. The journey was one of those things which seemed like a good idea at the time but if I had only known how uncomfortable it would be and how close the baby was due I would have stayed at home. We had packed extra water to drink and carried our own food, mainly bread and dried fruit so that we did not have to find a place to stay every night. Joseph had to load his tools onto the donkey, plus some sleeping rugs and spare clothes so at times I found it easier to walk. Besides, some of the men in the party we joined made rude comments about me riding while Joseph had to walk.

It is 90 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem. Joseph and the men had worked out that it would be quicker to leave the main roads and travel straight through the Jordan Valley. We would have to pass through Samaria but they didn't think this would be a problem. And that was true. The track was downhill most of the way except when we crossed over Mount Tabor At Bet Shean we stayed with a cousin of Joseph's mother. She was very kind, fussed over me and said that I shouldn't be travelling in my condition and gave Joseph lots of good advice! It was very nice and secure to be inside at night.

Other nights our party slept rough, curled up in our blankets and lit fires as it was quite chilly once the sun went down.   We then connected with the Pilgrim Road along the east side of the Jordan and crossed again to head for Jericho.  Some of the party were going to stay at an Inn but Joseph said that they were often full of robbers so instead we found a brother of Elizabeth's husband who made us very welcome and we were able to catch up with family news especially about baby John.

From there we travelled on the Roman road along the Waddi where King David used to tend his sheep. Then it was all uphill and I felt sorry for the poor donkey but I had felt a few twinges and was panic stricken in case the baby arrived on the road so decided that I needed to ride.  Just outside of Jerusalem we branched off the main road and took a tortuous, winding climb up to the hill top village of Bethlehem. I could have kissed the ground when we arrived but as it was, Joseph had to lift me down from the donkey I was so stiff. We are staying locally in a house made from the caves in the rock. It is quite a small house, just one room, very crowded with a tiny space for visitors and then a lower platform covered with straw for the animals.

By this time the pains were coming all the time so we moved down to the lower floor. Abigail and the other women relatives helped deliver the baby. I thought I was going to die but they said I was lucky it was a short labour probably because I had done so much walking beforehand.  Joseph told the women they had to bind the baby in swaddling cloths so show that the "promised child" was not an outcast. It was all worth it, he is so lovely and the manger makes a lovely comfortable crib for him and the straw is quite soft for sleeping on.

A strange thing happened later that night. Some shepherds who use the nearby caves for their sheep in the winter, came to visit us and said that an angel had come to them out on the hillside  and told them that the Saviour had been born. Samuel, Joseph’s cousin and Abigail and all the others were talking about this strange event and wondered what it meant. Joseph and I could only whisper with so many people around and we will have to wait until we are alone to try and work out what this means.

Next week my darling little boy will be circumcised and we will call him Jesus and then we will have to return to Jerusalem for the Ceremony of Purification and to dedicate the baby to the Lord. There is so much to do with a new baby.

[image: image2.jpg]



PAGE  
7

