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Those Were The Coldest Nights…

(A Nativity Play for Adults)


By 
Heather Wallis






	List of Characters (in order of appearance) (* See notes in Appendix)


	Gabriel
	

	The Voice
	(Never appears on stage – may be recorded)

	Elizabeth
	

	Zacharias
	(Only one line – one brief appearance)

	Mary
	

	The Shepherd
	

	Shepherds
	(Non-speaking.  A group of assorted ages: Zeb is old; Jacob has a crooked arm; Dan is newly married; Ben is very young; and others)

	Angel  Voices
	(A group of voices – may speak or sing and may be pre-recorded)

	The Magus
	

	Joseph
	(Non-speaking.  Brief appearance)

	Herod
	

	Magi
	(Non-speaking.  A group, plus servants)

	Jesus
	(A toddler – brief appearance)

	List of scenes:


	Scene
	1
	Somewhere in the universe: Gabriel muses on the curiosities of Earth


	Scene
	2
	Elizabeth learns she is to have a son.


	Scene
	3
	Gabriel announces to Mary she is to have a child.


	Scene
	4
	Elizabeth’s house: Mary visits Elizabeth.


	Scene
	5
	Somewhere in the universe: Gabriel wonders why Mankind is so favoured.


	Scene
	6
	The cave/stable: Mary prepares for the birth.


	Scene
	7
	The hills beyond Bethlehem at night: Gabriel speaks to the shepherds.


	Scene
	8
	The home of the Magus: the magi interpret the signs.


	Scene
	9
	The cave/stable: the visit of the shepherds.


	Scene
	10
	Herod’s palace: the magi seek the child.


	Scene
	11
	The Shepherd tells of their return home.


	Scene
	12
	Mary’s home: the visit of the magi.


	Scene
	13
	Somewhere in the universe: Gabriel completes the story.


	Scene
	14
	Epilogue




	Scene 1

	Somewhere in the universe: Gabriel muses on the curiosities of Earth.

If it is possible to project onto a backdrop – some sort of representation of space with planets, stars, etc.  Earth should be visible. If this is not possible then there may be an orrery or some sort of representation of the solar system.

Darkness.  Spotlight on Gabriel.


	



Gabriel
	(When the lights come up Gabriel is alone on stage, sitting on a simple wooden chair or stool and surveying Earth as a small planet within the vastness of space.)

(Aside)  Behold the planet “Earth”;
So small an orb, adrift within
An infinite sea of darkness.
It follows the dictats of its sun,
Spinning its set path, 
Unknowing of its fate. 
And yet this world is blessed
For, in all its temperate clime, 
Life abounds; in air and sea
And on the land.  Microbes and insects, fish
And birds, and towering trees, and plants;
Fruits and flowers  and creatures, clad
In scales and fur, both great and small.
And in amongst them walks
The strangest creature of them all,
That calls itself “Mankind”.
And, being by nature curious
I have set aside some time
To study this same beast:
For its ways are sufficient strange
To bring a furrow to the brow
Of e’en the most seasoned naturalist.
It is, by nature, arrogant:
In having some intelligence
It thereby deems itself to be
Superior to all.  For, though it thinks, 
It yet cannot conceive that,
In a picture not restrained
By limitations of its “Earth”,
Its own significance is like
That of the ant it crushes
Unconcernedly ‘neath its feet.
And so... (He is interrupted)


	The Voice
	Gabriel!  Do you still sit and ponder
On the infinite curiosities of Earth?


	Gabriel
	(Leaps to his feet)
I go!   (Aside) I would have told you more,
But I must fly!  For I have tasks to do
Upon the Earth, which may affect
The future of Mankind.  So,
If you will, then follow me,
That you may bear a witness
To the tale that will unfold.

(Exit Gabriel)

Fade to blackout.



	Scene 2
	Elizabeth learns she is to have a son.

No set scene

Darkness.  Spotlight on Elizabeth


	

Elizabeth
	(When the lights come up Elizabeth is alone, side front of stage)

(Aside)  It took some time to ascertain
The story of events – he being
Unable to speak.  I thought that
He had been afflicted by some ill.
But no... whilst in the temple
He had been addressed
By some great angel.

Fade spotlight on Elizabeth. Lights come up on back of stage – daylight.

(Enter Zacharias, crossing the stage, going about his business)

(Enter Gabriel from opposite side of stage.  He blocks Zac’s way)


	Gabriel
	Hail Zacharias!  For inasmuch
You have performed your duties well,
Your heartfelt prayers to have a son
Shall yet be answered; for your wife
Will bear a child and call him “John”.


	Zacharias
	(Incredulously) I do not see how could this be,
For she is past the age in which she may conceive!


	Gabriel
	(Aside)  You see, they can’t, or will not, yet believe
That there are powers beyond their reach!
(to Zac., annoyed)
So, though you bow and make your pleas
You yet do not have faith!  So,
‘Til my words have come to pass,
You will be rendered dumb...
That you can make no argument
With those above your station.

(Exit Gabriel, in a bit of a huff.)

(Zac. makes as if to call after him, but can only open and close his mouth and no words come.  Exit Zac, much distressed.)

Lights go down back of stage.  Bring up spotlight on Elizabeth.


	Elizabeth
	(Aside)  Well, I told him, “No fool like an old fool!
So, you saw an angel...
So, you thought it best, instead of falling to your knees,
To make some question of his words.  And look now
What your pride has brought...”
But, truth to tell, learning these words, 
I too was fair amazed until,
As days passed by indeed I found
My belly swelling up with child.

(Exit Elizabeth)

Fade Elizabeth’s spotlight as lights go up full stage to daylight.  



	Scene 3
	Gabriel announces to Mary she is to have a child.

No set scene.


	

Gabriel
	(Enter Gabriel)

(Aside)  Thus is the first one of my tasks
Achieved; but now I must again to Earth…
But know, though for us, ‘twas the blink of an eye,
Yet in Earth-time five months have passed by.



	

Gabriel
	(Enter Mary)

I hail you, Mary, gracious lady;
And one most favoured by on high…
For know that you will bear a child
Whose coming has long been foretold.

(Mary trembles and falls to her knees)

No, Mary, have no fear – this is,
Indeed, good news.  You will
Be delivered of a son and
“Jesus” be his chosen name.


	Mary
	(hesitantly, head bowed)
Good sir, I seek not to refute your words,
But wonder, sir, how this can be;
I have not lain with any man…
Nor cannot, sir, I am betrothed…


	Gabriel
	Only have faith, and you will see
That powers exist beyond this Earth;
Remain untouched by any man
Until the moment of the birth.
The possibility exists for gifts
Far beyond the human mind,
In witness whereof I tell you
Elizabeth also is with child,
Although such state her age precludes.


	Mary
	Though much amazed I do give thanks
To be a part of such a plan.


	Gabriel
	You show your worth with this respect;
But mark my final words to you:
You can tell no one of this gift
Save Joseph and your closest kin.


	Mary
	I hear you, Sir, and shall obey.

(Exit Gabriel)

My heart rejoices at his words
But in my mind I am afeared:
This will be a strange tale to tell…
I hope that I shall be believed.

(Exit Mary)

Lights fade for scene change




	Scene 4
	Elizabeth’s house: Mary visits Elizabeth.

There is a simple wooden table and a couple of chairs.

Lighting – interior daylight.


	


Elizabeth
	(Enter Elizabeth, sweeping; she is now five months pregnant and finding it quite hard going.)

(She feels the baby kick and strokes her belly)
My amazing child; so long awaited…
And a son!  But I am old to be a novice at this game;
My body felt already the pains of advancing years.
(She straightens up slowly, feeling her back)
So maybe…
(she casts her eyes heavenward and addresses the sky)
… note, I don’t complain… but maybe
Some consideration of my age?
A babe that kicks less like a mule,
And does not sit, for comfort on my bladder!
(She sits heavily on a chair, with a sigh)
The jobs, which once were done
So soon, now take so long!

Enter Mary… full of the joys of life.

Mary!

(On seeing her Elizabeth makes as if to rise but Mary quickly, but gently, keeps her in her seat and they embrace with Elizabeth still seated.)


	Mary
	No, no, Elizabeth… rest yourself;

(She draws the other chair close to Elizabeth at the table)

See, I will sit beside you here 
So we can talk a while.


	Elizabeth
	‘Tis good to see you, Mary;  but say,
What tidings do you bring from Nazareth?
I hope there’s no ill news?


	Mary
	No, I bring only joy… but first,
(She gestures towards Elizabeth’s rounding belly and says teasingly…)
Do you now live a life of ease 
That you are growing fatter in these days?


	Elizabeth
	(Indignantly)  Hah, if only that were so!
But yet I have a better cause for,
Notwithstanding of my years,
I shall, at last, bear child!
And so, of course, we do rejoice,
Though Zac, alas, is silent still…


	Mary
	Why, is he ill?  For I had thought
He would proclaim these tidings
From the rooftops, through the town!


	Elizabeth
	Huh!  He thought, though told the news
From angel’s lips, that he should yet dispute
The words, and question their veracity.
And so, for his temerity,
His voice was took away.


	Mary
	Then let us pray that very soon
He regains usage of his tongue.
But ‘Lizabeth, I did but jest
For that same angel came to me
And told me of your state.
And, at that time, he also said
I too shall bear a son.


	Elizabeth
	(Both shocked and puzzled…) The child of your betrothed?


	Mary
	Why no, there is a greater plan
For this will be no son of man
But be a virgin birth!  But though
There are great things foreseen
Within the future for this child,
I may not speak of this abroad,
But only to my family.


	Elizabeth
	(Worried…) But though this may be wondrous news
It brings great danger on your head!
You are betrothed and cannot thus
Conceive a child with any man.
When others do perceive your state
You stand accused, and so may be
Taken outside the gate and stoned.
And what says Joseph of this child?


	Mary
	I must confess, ‘twas hard on him
To take the news.  But, being of his nature
Kind, he thought to put me quiet away,
Hoping that, by these means, he may
Spare me the condemnation of the town.
But then the angel came to him
And thus made all things right.
But still we deemed it best that I
Removed myself from out the town.


	Elizabeth
	Then stay with us and pray that so
You shall keep safe from harm.


	Mary
	Look not so worried, ‘Lizabeth…
For though in mind I have some fears
My heart is overflowing with my joy.
That one so lowly thus may be
Exalted for eternity is cause for
Gratitude and song.
And if such wondrous things befall,
Then  surely it can never be
That circumstances then evolve
To put this child in jeopardy.


	Elizabeth
	Your faith indeed puts me to shame;
And you are welcome in our home.
So stay and keep me company
And thus together we may pass
The time until the births.

(Blackout)

(Exeunt Mary and Elizabeth)




	Scene 5
	Somewhere in the universe: Gabriel wonders why Mankind is so favoured.

No set scene.

Darkness – spotlight for Gabriel 

(Enter Gabriel)


	Gabriel
	(Aside) So now all things are set afoot and with
Sun rise and set, as days pass by,
Events will run their course.  And,
Having now completed my set tasks,
I may have leisure to observe…
For I too wonder how events will turn.


	The Voice
	But Gabriel, there are yet tasks to be done.


	Gabriel
	(with a sweeping bow) As always I defer;
But still have questions in my mind…


	The Voice
	Speak then; ask what you will.


	Gabriel
	Of all things wrought in time and space
I find Mankind the strangest.  Their minds
Find always discontent; their eyes see not
The beauty all around.  Each seeks
What others have and takes the lives
Of other men without a second thought.
The deference which they profess
Is not reflected in their deeds
And each seeks always to impose
His own beliefs on all the rest.
They think themselves superior
And use things ill, as if by right.
I could go on… but yet it seems
‘Spite all these faults they find
Forever favour in your sight.


	The Voice
	The picture that you paint is true
And yet it shows but part a scene:
Whilst those who seek to dominate
Destroy and desecrate their world,
Still others work in quiet peace, repairing
All the havoc they have wrought.
But yet it troubles me to see
The direction that Mankind may take.


	Gabriel
	Then, as you have it in your power
To bring down those who cause such pain
Why show such patience, let them be,
And tolerate such stupidity?


	The Voice
	The maker who would dominate,
Direct, manipulate and train,
Is but a tyrant: his creations
Are but puppets on a string.
The beauty of creation is
To give all livings things free will,
That so each may, in time, discover
Its own path and take much joy
From its discovery.  Mankind
Has much to learn for yet
Men have no notion of 
Their transitory time.  But, 
In that we are aware
Of their ephemerality,
I would they might take pleasure
From all the joys of Earth.
Thus, by the gift that I shall give
I hope to guide them on their path.


	Gabriel
	(Aside) My eyes are fogged by mists of time,
To see the future is beyond my power;
The studies I have made of Men
Lead me to doubt that they may be
Fortuitously persuaded.  But yet I hope
That such goodwill may be appreciated.


	The Voice
	The child which I shall send to them
Shall be the Hope for all Mankind.
But that it be not misconstrued
I send a sign this gift is given
To rich and poor alike.
The baby’s birth you will disclose
To lowly shepherds on the hill
That they may see and spread the word.
And for the high astronomers
Such star will shine as is foretold
Announcing the Anointed One.
Go now, the time is near
When Earth’s own fate may be aligned.


	Gabriel
	Just as you wish it shall be done.

(Exit Gabriel)

Blackout



	Scene 6
	The cave/stable: Mary prepares for the birth.

No set scene.

Lighting dim and shadowy.


	



Mary
	(When the lights come up Mary is on stage.  Dishevelled and dusty from her long, acutely uncomfortable journey and now about to give birth in a cave for the animals, Mary is at her lowest ebb.)

The road to destined future acclamation
Is not the rosy path which one might dream.
I stayed some months with ‘Lizabeth
But yet I did not see the birthing of her son.
For word arrived that Caesar, in his wisdom,
Not wishing to miss out on any tax,
Decreed a census and all men
Must go to that same place
Where they themselves were born.
I, being grown so large as
Must give rise to general speculation,
Was constantly afeared that I would be
The subject of a public condemnation.
And so it was deemed best that I should go,
Alongside Joseph, unto Bethlehem.
And such a long, hard road!

We travelled first in caravan, 
Thus hoping to avoid some perils on the way,
For in the forests bandits lie in wait
And animals seek the unwary as their prey.
I had an ass, a poor, forsaken thing,
Scarce up to bearing its allotted load.
And Joseph trudged, foot-weary, by my side.
For nigh two weeks we stumbled
‘Long the road; beset by soaking rain
And bitter cold.  And through my poor beast’s
Wretched, skinny bones,
I felt each rut and boulder of the ground. 
I tried not to complain but, in my heart
The deepest dread I would give birth
To my child on the way.  And,
Being in such parlous state, ere long
We fell behind the others on our route:
And so came late to Bethlehem
And found no room or lodging to be had.
At last, the keeper of an inn
Offered us his stable, at a price.
So we must make our bed ‘longside
The donkeys and the sheep.
And now the labour pains begin:
And Joseph gone to find some midwife
Who can help deliver me of this child.
(She sighs) I ne’er felt so alone and scared.
But I must make the best of what we have
And try and clear and cleanse
Some space where we may lie.

(She turns to go but then, a last thought, close to tears…)

Where is my angel now,
Who came and spoke fair words?
Which, when I heard, I never thought
To give birth in a stable!

(Exit Mary)

Lights fade to blackout




	Scene 7
	The hills beyond Bethlehem at night: Gabriel speaks to the shepherds

To side/back of stage, a small camp fire around which the shepherds are huddled.

Lighting very dim – only sufficient to be able to see the shepherds.  Spotlight on The Shepherd.

(When the lights come up The Shepherd is standing to the front and side of the stage.  Behind him the shepherds will silently act out the story which he narrates.  Although to the side, The Shepherd needs to be close enough to the group to become a part of the action.)


	The Shepherd
	Those were the coldest nights...
When the dark sky unfurled above us
Like the diamond merchant’s cloth,
Pristine black, displaying its myriad stars.
And that was such a night.
Gathered for companionship and warmth
We lit a scrubby fire, made tea with herbs
And chewed the fat; whilst the sheep
Licked salt from the craggy rocks
And huddled beneath the overhangs.
I remember now how light and shadow,
Fire and moon, highlighted the features
Of faces swathed in rough, wool cloth:
“Old Zeb”, sorrow lines etched in leathery skin
That there was no son to take his place;
“Twisted Jacob”, with a sly mind
Matching his crooked arm; “Dan the Younger”,
Lusting after his new bride; and other fellows,
Longing for their hearths and homes.  And,
Watching young Ben nodding before the fire,
(Scarce old enough to bear his charge yet
Anxious to walk proud in his late father’s shoes)
I too dreamed of wife and bed
And thought of my own boys.

(Lighting/sound effects)

But then... such a crackling in the air
And a roiling of cloud as we
Must leap a-sudden to our feet
(Though Old Zeb slipped and fell upon his knees).

(Shepherds leap up in some consternation)

(Enter Gabriel.)

Bright spotlight on Gabriel.

(The shepherds shy away from Gabriel in fear.)

And found we then a stranger in our midst
Whose very being seemed to exude power.



	Gabriel
	I see your fear, but know you this
I bring you only joyous news:
For e’en this night a child is born
To be the saviour of Mankind.
Go quickly now to Bethlehem
And seek you there the mother who,
Though she gives birth unto a king,
Lies not in comfort of the rich,
But in the confines of a cave,
And lays her child, not wrapped in silk,
But on the hay, within the rough, wood manger.

Very bright light from above.


	The Shepherd
	And then so bright a light as came from the billowing sky
That we must shield our eyes.  Although
Methought I saw a multitude of beings haloed in the glare,
Albeit speaking as one voice, both ringing sweet and clear,
Yet thundering all around and in our heads.


	Angel Voices
(may be sung or spoken)
	(Voices should seem to emanate from the bright light above)
Glory, glory, glory, glory…
Now begins a wondrous story.
Let this special baby’s birth
Bring a time of peace on earth.

Gabriel and angels’ lights fade.

(Exit Gabriel)


	The Shepherd
	Though you may know the messages they gave,
To our ears then the words were very strange:
And so, our peace returned, we yet stood silent,
Each man wondering if it were his dream,
Until Old Zeb muttered in his beard
He thought his agèd mind was playing tricks,
And then we spoke and found that all agreed.

Fade to blackout.

(Exeunt shepherds)




	Scene 8
	The home of the Magus: the magi interpret the signs.

A table with some scrolls and a lantern or candle or lamp.

Lighting – candle/lantern/lamp light.

(When the lights go up we find the Magus sitting at a table.  He has clearly nodded off over his work)


	


The Magus
	(He jolts awake, and shakes his head, a little dazed as he realises he has been asleep.)

Sleep… sleep?  No, no… Let it ne’er be said
That I was sleeping at my work! 
‘Tis but the fact that, as I age,
After so many study years,
My eyes do protest at the strain,
And so I often give them rest.
For even as a child, whilst other idled in the sun
I screwed my eyes to seek
Some wisdom in men’s words.
And so I am become astronomer,
Diviner, interpreter of signs;
And it has brought me wealth and power
Beyond my own imaginings,
For kings and princes pay me well
For that I can descry the meaning of their dreams.
But in my study of the lore,
Amidst its myths and fond imaginings,
I find a thread that winds through hints and clues
Recurring in the words of prophets wise,
That tells of great events to come,
The arrival of a special child.
A child that, grown to be a man,
Outshines all others of the human race,
And shall be known as the Anointed One,
Above the power of princes, kings and states.
And though I never thought to see,
Within my lifespan, such time come,
It seems the auspices are all aligned
And a light at daybreak shone, just like the sun
Within a clear blue sky.
And, as sun set, became a star
That glowed and beckoned to the south
And bids us follow in its wake
To go and seek the truth.
And so we gather, colleagues, friends
And those who have a knowledge of the signs,
And make us ready for the trip; collect our things,
And find such gifts as be befitting for a king.
And there is yet much to prepare…
Who knows how long a journey this will be?

(Exit The Magus, gathering up his work)

Lights fade to blackout.




	Scene 9
	The cave/stable: the visit of the shepherds

To side/back of stage a bed roll.  Close by the baby, wrapped in swaddling clothes is lying in a rough, wooden manger.

Lighting dim, shadowy.  Spotlight on The Shepherd.


	



The Shepherd
	(When the lights go up Mary, with Joseph in attendance, is propped up on the bed roll. The Shepherd, again acting as narrator, is to side front of stage and again his story will be acted out in silence in the background.)

And so we trekked across the hills
And even left our sheep... though we had thought
To leave young Ben in charge;
But, part-way there we found
That he had followed in our steps,
And though we cuffed him ‘bout the ears
Still he would not be deterred.
Thus came we into Bethlehem and,
In some time, we found the strangest sight...

(Enter shepherds)

A woman, fate-decreed to bear her son
Where animals are wont to lie.
And I cannot describe the scene –
The muck, the smell, the noise – but yet

(Shepherds approach and kneel before the manger.  There is some interaction between them and Mary and Joseph – congratulating the new parent, telling about the angels, etc. And Mary smiles upon them)

When we plain folk (rough spoke and poorly clad)
Knelt down before her babe and called him “King”,
The mother gave the sweetest smile,
Tired though she was.

Lights fade to blackout.

(Exeunt all)




	Scene 10
	Herod’s palace: the magi seek the child

Side front of stage is Herod’s throne.

Lighting is warm, bright… maybe even colourful.  

(Enter The Magus – he takes position side front of stage opposite Herod’s throne)


	The Magus
	(Aside)  To travel so far at my age…
(Grimacing, rubbing aching legs, etc.)  I do not think that my old bones
Were made for such a trip!  And such a journey…
With snorting camels (smelly beasts)
And servants whinging at their lot.
Of my companions, some
Were given much to rant and moan
Whilst others bore it with a better grace.
The star was fitful, hard to see 
At some times, sometimes bright.
But then, near Jerusalem, seemed to fade,
So we were at a loss.  But, 
Being near the palace, it seemed right
To seek directions from the, so-called, “king”
(He being thus appointed by far Rome,
Which needs a puppet ruler for Judaea).
We came into his presence with some care,
For we had heard much rumour of his spite…

(Enter Herod with a fanfare.) 

(Herod seats himself on his throne.  The Magus bows.)

But we were given much civility
(A welcome respite from the dusty road)
And so encouraged to explain our quest.


	Herod
	(Aside) So… came these strangers to our palace gate,
Claiming some richness in their entourage.
And we, in courtesy, brought them in,
And made enquiry why they came so far. 
But, upstarts that they were, they said…


	The Magus
	We come to seek a child foretold,
Who shall, when once he’s grown,
Become the greatest of all men
And as “King of the Jews” be known.


	Herod
	(Aside) You can imagine how these words
Did stir our heart and boil our rage;
But yet we deemed we must be calm
And understand this claim.
(To Magus) You are most welcome, Sirs,
And must be in need of rest;
But how came you to our palace gate
In furtherance of your quest?


	The Magus
	My Lord, we followed on a star
For this, by prophecies divine
Was said to lead us to the place
Where we may find the child.


	Herod
	My friends, I think you are misled
For in this place is no such babe…
But, if by prophecy foretold,
Let our advisors give some aid..
(Aside) And so we gathered unto us
These fawning knaves who do profess
To have great knowledge of the lore,
And laid before them the request.
They huddled, muttered and read long
The prophecies of their faith
Until at last they were agreed
Upon the appointed place.
(To Magus) We took great pains to aid you, Sirs,
Consulted our “wise men”,
And they surmise that such a child
Would be born in Bethlehem.


	The Magus
	And for this news we thank you, Sir
And shall be on our way.


	Herod
	But no, indeed you must be tired –
Won’t you prolong your stay?
You must have travelled many months
That you are come so far;
So tell us, how much time has passed
Since first you saw this star?
(Aside) In giving them such courtesy
At least we may obtain
What information may be had
About this upstart’s claim.


	The Magus
	‘Tis nigh on eighteen moons, my Lord
Since first we saw our guide;
Though it took us some time to prepare
To undertake this ride.
(Aside) Although he seems a pleasant host
I mislike something in his tone;
I sense inherent danger here
And we are far from home.
(To Herod) For all your kindness thank you, Sir,
But time is pressing on -
If we are ever to find this child
I think we must be gone.


	Herod
	(To Magus) We understand your haste and trust
That in your quest you will succeed;
To fail after such great efforts
Would be a shame indeed.
But understand we are mortified
That of this “king” we nothing knew;
Please call and tell, on your return,
Where we may honour him too.


	The Magus
	I shall, my Lord, remember your words
And hope we find where he may be.
And so, kind Sir, we take our leave
With thanks for your hospitality.

(Exit The Magus, backing out of the room, bowing)


	

Herod
	(Herod stands)

(In a rage) They dare to call him, “King of the Jews”!
But through my strategy still
On their return they’ll tell us where
To find the child that we must kill!

(Exit Herod)

Lights fade to blackout





	Scene 11
	The Shepherd tells of their return home.

No set scene

Darkness.  Spotlight on The Shepherd


	The Shepherd
	Back home we tried to tell our tale:
Though many wondered at our words
By others we were laughed to scorn;
And others bade us hold our tongues
Lest talk of such a child bring down
Swift retribution on our heads.
So we spoke only ‘mongst ourselves
(Though yet, methinks, the word got round)
And history does not know our names...
But nonetheless we’ll ever stand
To show that any man may see
A truth; and e’en the lowest of the low
May show the way to wise men and to kings.

(Exit Shepherd1)

(Lights fade to blackout)




	Scene 12
	Mary’s home: the visit of the magi.

To back of stage a wooden table and chairs.  Water jug on table.

Lighting – dark.  Spotlight on Mary.


	

Mary
	(When the lights go up Mary is alone, front of stage.)

They say a woman soon forgets
The pains of the birthing of a child;
But though, indeed the pain may fade
That night in Bethlehem will stay
Forever in my mind.
The horror of that stable birth…
But then, in sudden haste, there came 
A group of shepherds from the hills,
Who spoke of angels telling them
About the birthing of my son.
And though I was so very tired,
What mother can but smile upon
Such men as kneel before her babe
And nominate him as a king?
I treasure such things in my heart.
And other strange events occurred…
After eight days the child was circumcised;
We called him “Jesus” as the angel said
(Though that now seems but as a dream).
My purification being then complete,
As is prescribed within the holy law,
After forty days we went,
Into the Temple in Jerusalem
And laid our son before the priests
And offered up a sacrifice,
Two pigeons and two turtledoves
((For we could not afford a lamb);
But came an old man, Simeon,
Who took the babe out of my arms
And offered thanks unto the Lord
That he might now die happy to have seen
The child that brought salvation to the world.
There was there too a prophetess,
A widow, Anna, eighty four years old,
Who, when she saw me carrying the child,
Told all around this boy would be
The saviour of Jerusalem;
Which did, you can imagine,
Cause a stir, so we were glad to leave
And find once more
Tranquillity in our home.
Though poor, we lived a happy life;
My son began to crawl, then walk,
And say a few but simple words.
But, one day, through our village streets
There came the clatter of an entourage
Of strangers travelling from the east,
Which came and stopped before our door.
From all their trappings one could tell
That these were men of influence and power
And I knew not what I should do
To give them hospitality.

Lights go up on back of set – daylight.

(Mary moves to within her home.)

(Enter The Magus, followed by the rest of the magi.  They are followed by servants carrying a chest, which they set down.)


	Mary
	(Very deferential)  My lords, I bid you welcome here
(indicating jug) And offer you refreshment if I may?
Though I must tell you in all honesty
We are but poor folk here
And may not serve as well as is your wont.


	The Magus
	(Kindly) Good lady, though I give you thanks,
We cannot stay much time, for we have been
By now so very long time on the road.
And so we are, in truth, now eager to return
Once more unto our homes and families.
But tell me, Madam, are you indeed she
That bore a son one night in Bethlehem,
Within a stable as we now are told?


	Mary
	I know not how you came upon this tale,
But must confess it is indeed the truth.


	The Magus
	Then know, good lady, we have travelled far
Following the light of that bright star which
Brought us here, at last, unto this place.
So now I ask, where is your child?


	Mary
	(Gesturing backstage) Why, sir, he sleeps or plays
In yonder room.  If you would see him, sir,
I’ll bring him here.

(Mary goes offstage and brings in Jesus, now a toddler)

(To Jesus) Son, these men have travelled far
To see you; be not shy.


	The Magus
	At last, the infant that we seek!

(The Magi prostrate themselves before Jesus, while Mary watches on in astonishment.  When they rise…)

(To Jesus) Child, Lord and King, as was foretold,
We bring you gifts to honour you.
Return now, if you wish, to rest or play,
Whilst I acquaint your mother with our tale.

Mary leads Jesus offstage.  When she returns…)


	The Magus
	We are astronomers and men
Who study hard the ancient words
Of sages, prophets… thus we know
Your son is destined for great things,
A King beyond comparison.
And so we honour him and bring
(He gestures at the wooden chest) 
Such gifts as frankincense and myrrh
And gold, as is befitting for a king.

Lights fade on back of stage.  Spotlight on Mary.

(Mary moves to front of stage)

(Exeunt Magi)


	Mary
	With these strange words they left… 
And I remained, with such a turmoil in my mind
As to how such things can be.
But all events I keep close to my heart
And can but wait to see
Just what the future brings.
Meanwhile, with riches we are blessed,
Which we may use to educate our son,
Provide him with whate’er seems the best
That in the mystery of the days to come
He shall be ready to fulfil his foreseen destiny.

Lights fade to blackout.

(Exit Mary.)


 

	Scene 13
	Somewhere in the universe: Gabriel completes the story

No set scene

Darkness.  Spotlight on Gabriel

(Enter Gabriel)


	Gabriel
	And so events unfold…
King Herod, with blackness in his heart,
Awaits the return of his unwilling guests.
But I, defender of this special child,
Did come in dreams 
As they lay sleeping in their beds
And bade the magi not return.
And so they take a different road.
Ah,  but such is the cruelty of men
That Herod, finding that he waits in vain…

(Enter Herod.  He positions himself opposite side of stage to Gabriel.)

Spotlight moves to Herod


	Herod
	(Angry) We wait, but we do now surmise
Those vagrants will not come back here;
And, in such case, their reticence
Will cost our subjects dear.
If they come not to tell us
Where this child we can find,
We shall not so be thwarted,
This plan we have in mind…
They spoke of eighteen moons
They travelled from their land;
And so I’ll send my soldiers
To visit, swords in hand,
Each and every household,
And there to ascertain
All children up to two years old,
Who shall, at once, be slain!

(Exit Herod)

Spotlight on Gabriel.



	Gabriel
	(Sadly) And thus King Herod vents his spleen;
So many innocents will suffer at his hand,
And I shed tears that, in my role,
I cannot, must not intervene.  But, even so,
I save the child, by telling Joseph in a dream
He must take flight.  So once again,
Obedient to my every word, the family will flee
And make their way to Egypt, where
They are beyond the reach of Herod’s power.

No change of scene or lighting.  Gabriel continues…




	Scene 14
	Epilogue
.

	Gabriel
	And so the time is come when I
Must take my leave of fair Earth’s clime
And go to other worlds, there to perform
Such tasks as I am bid.  And so, for now,
Must leave this tale.
So, there our journey ends: but know
You have born witness to some great event;
But what the future holds for Men
Cannot be known to you and I.
For though, indeed, a guide is sent
‘Tis like a signpost on the road…
For some the pointing finger note
And follow with due care.  Whilst others
Take a different route and may find
Pitfalls strewn along the way;
Whilst some may not arrive at all.
And so I bid a fond farewell and wish
Safe journey wheresoe’er you go;
May you happily travel where fortune sends,
And all paths lead you to a peaceful end.

(Exit Gabriel)

Blackout.





	APPENDIX
Notes on Characters

	Gabriel
An angel – sets the scene and acts as chief narrator.
Since the Bible never really tells what angels are there is scope for imagination and a lot of liaison with the costume department!  We do know angels are not human, although they can adopt human form.  They may be spirits… they may even be aliens.  However you choose to portray him, Gabriel should have a distinct presence on stage and an aura of power.  When he appears to humans he should be sufficiently recognisable as human that they are not scared out of their wits… but they are very much in awe of him and somewhat afraid.


	The Voice
Is always just that – a voice!  It should seem to come from nowhere and sound everywhere.  It is resonant of power and wisdom.  A recording may be used but this may cause problems with the interaction with Gabriel.


	Elizabeth
Is a homely, sensible lady, getting on in year; and not without a sense of humour.  She and Zac lead comfortable lives obeying the laws of their religion.  She takes the news of her own, late pregnancy in her stride and is wise and kindly enough to guide and befriend Mary, though she sees the problems the situation may cause Mary.


	Zacharias
A dutiful priest at the temple.  Though he has always prayed for a son, his advancing years lead him to feel that he can question the validity of the announcement of the miracle of his wife’s pregnancy.


	Mary
Is young – probably 13-18 years of age.  She is dutiful and obedient but is an ordinary, everyday girl – no saint – so is delighted to be told that she has been chosen to be the mother of a miracle child.  She doesn’t see all the pitfalls ahead but meets problems with a faith that she and the child will be protected.  She is a tough young lady.  She has to go through her pregnancy largely in secret, meeting disbelief from her family and initially, from her betrothed, that this will be a virgin birth. She has to live with the fear that she may be denounced as an adulteress if word gets around that this is not Joseph’s baby, which could lead to her being stoned at the town’s gates. At a time when travel was both difficult and dangerous she goes first to stay with Elizabeth and then undertakes, just before giving birth, what must have been an horrendous journey to Bethlehem with Joseph.  Even then she finds that her trials are not over when she discovers that she must give birth in an area (it may have been the lower storey of a house or a cave) usually given over to keeping livestock.  Despite her faith she must have been in despair… alone, in a strange place, about to have her first child.  But she shows amazing resilience and fortitude and, although she doesn’t really understand the significance of it all, stores away in her heart proclamations and visits by strangers, from all walks of life, who acclaim her child as “king”.  And just when she thinks they can have a comparatively normal existence she has to flee, with her family, to Egypt to escape Herod’s rage!  She must have had many stories to tell Jesus as he was growing up!







	The Shepherd and Shepherds
These are a group of pretty poor men who are surprised by a group of angels whilst they are going about their everyday business.  Despite being chosen to “spread the word” we are never given information as to who they were or what happened after the amazing visitation.  So I’ve tried to give them some semblance of characters.  There needs to be a group of them, of a variety of ages, to portray “Old Zeb”, Jacob, Dan and “Young Ben” and others.  The Shepherd has a family of his own and acts as narrator of the shepherds’ story.  They may have been excited by events but I can imagine that, when they told others, they must have been greeted with a fair degree of scepticism.


	Angel Voices
Angels do not appear on stage.  Their voices may be pre-recorded and the words may be said, or, if you wish, set to music.  The voices should seem to come from a bright light in the sky and be very harmonious.  They are, if you like, an impressive piece of back-up for Gabriel. 


	The Magus and the Magi
The Magus is a man of advancing years who acts as narrator for the wise men’s story and interacts with Herod. He is probably Persian. He has spent his life studying astronomy and ancient texts and, like his fellow magi, has gained wealth and power via their knowledge in being able to read omens and astrological signs, interpret dreams, etc. (as did Daniel and Joseph in the Old Testament), abilities which have made them indispensable to lords and rulers, who have rewarded them generously for their services.  They are plucked from their comfortable lives by an event which they regard as being of such great significance that they undertake a journey into the unknown.  It must have taken them some time to prepare for the journey and, from astrological information and studies of texts it seems that they were on the road for months (certainly they didn’t arrive the night the child was born… the family was living in a house by the time they got there).  Generally scholars seem to agree that the child would be about 18 months to 2 years old at the time of their arrival.
They appear on stage only briefly as a group (with servants bringing in a chest of gifts) and there is no evidence to support the idea that there were three of them; there just happen to be three gifts actually specified and the names, Melchior, Caspar and Balthazar have been added later in different versions of the story.  Earlier traditions spoke of twelve wise men, so feel free to have as many characters as you like. They are not “kings” – they have only been elevated to that position in later interpretations – but are astronomers/priests/”magicians”.  I imagine that they must have been pretty relieved to reach their final destination and be able to return to the comforts of their homes.


	Joseph
Only appears briefly with Mary after the birth.  He is older than Mary (anywhere between 17 and 90!), of kindly appearance.


	Herod
Ah… the baddie!  And, in reality, Herod “the Great” wasn’t a very pleasant character.. He is ethnically Arab, although he practises Judaism, and has been appointed by the Romans, “King of the Jews”, so he’s not about to have any upstart usurping him.  He is, in fact, a very successful ruler, but ruthlessly expedient (he has members of his family executed – not unlike today’s Kim Jong-un).  It’s not historically certain that he carried out the massacre (in reality, as Bethlehem had only a small population, therefore probably only between seven and twenty children would be in the age range) but historians all agree that he would certainly be capable of it.  He is probably in his late sixties/early seventies and enjoys a decadent lifestyle so may not have aged too well!  Despite his civility to the magi he should exude an aura of danger – this is not a person you want to upset!





	List of properties:


	Scene
	1
	Seat for Gabriel
Orrery or model of solar system may be required


	Scene
	2
	None


	Scene
	3
	None


	Scene
	4
	Wooden table
2 wooden chairs
Broom (Elizabeth)


	Scene
	5
	None


	Scene
	6
	None


	Scene
	7
	Camp fire


	Scene
	8
	Table covered with rich cloth
Chair covered with throw or rich cloth
(On the table) Scrolls
(On the table) Candle/lantern/lamp


	Scene
	9
	Bed roll
Wooden manger
(In the manger) “Baby” wrapped in swaddling clothes


	Scene
	10
	Herod’s throne


	Scene
	11
	None


	Scene
	12
	Wooden table
Wooden chairs
(On the table) Water jug
Portable chest


	Scene
	13
	None


	Scene
	14
	None








	Lighting cues:


	Scene 1
The universe
	

“To the tale that will unfold”.  Exit Gabriel

	Darkness.  Spotlight on Gabriel.

Fade to blackout for scene change.


	Scene 2
Unspecified
	

“By some great angel”


Exit Zac


“My belly swelling up with child.”  Exit Elizabeth.

	Darkness.  Spotlight on Elizabeth.

Fade spotlight on Elizabeth.
Light back of stage – daylight.

Lights fade back of stage.
Spotlight on Elizabeth.

Fade spotlight.



	Scene 3
Unspecified
	

“I hope that I shall be believed.”  Exit Mary

	Lights up full stage – daylight.

Lights fade for scene change.


	Scene 4
Elizabeth’s house
	

“The time until the births”.

	Lights up full stage – daylight.

Blackout

	Scene 5
The universe
	

“Just as you wish it shall be done”.  Exit Gabriel.

	Darkness.  Spotlight for Gabriel.

Blackout.


	Scene 6
Cave/stable
	

“To give birth in a stable.”  Exit Mary.

	Lighting dim and shadowy.

Lights fade to blackout.


	Scene 7
Hillside at night
	


“And thought of my own boys.”

Shepherds leap up in consternation. Enter Gabriel.

“But on the hay, within the rough, wood manger.”

“Bring a time of peace on earth.”


“And then we spoke and found that all agreed.”
	Night – full stage very dim.
Spotlight on The Shepherd.

Lighting effect if required.

Bright spotlight on Gabriel.


Very bright light from above stage.


Fade light above stage and Gabriel’s spotlight.

Fade to blackout.


	Scene 8
Magus’s home
	

“Who knows how long a journey this will be.”  Exit Magus


	Candle/lantern/lamp light.

Fade to blackout.

	Scene 9
Cave/stable
	

“Tired though she was.”
	Lighting dim and shadowy.

Fade to blackout.


	Scene 10
Herod’s palace
	

“To find the child that we must kill.”  Exit Herod.
	Lighting warm, bright, colourful.

Blackout.


	Scene 11
Unspecified
	


“May show the way to wise men and to kings.”
	Darkness.  Spotlight on The Shepherd.

Fade to blackout.


	Scene 12
Mary’s house
	

“To give them hospitality.”


“And gold as is befitting for a king.”


“He shall be ready to fulfil his foreseen destiny.”

	Full stage dark.  Spotlight on Mary.

Lights go up back of stage.  Interior daylight.  Fade Mary’s spotlight.

Lights fade back of stage.  Spotlight on Mary.

Fade to blackout.


	Scene 13
Unspecified
	

“That Herod, finding that he waits in vain…”


“Who shall at once be slain!”
	Darkness.  Spotlight on Gabriel.

Gabriel spotlight off.
Spotlight on Herod.

Herod spotlight off.
Spotlight on Gabriel.




	Scene 14
Unspecified
	


“And all paths lead you to a peaceful end.”  Exit Gabriel.
	No change – spotlight remains on Gabriel.

Blackout.









	Costumes

	
Elizabeth, Mary, Joseph and Shepherds

These were poor, working people and their clothing reflects this.  They wore natural materials – cotton, linen, wool – in natural colours (dyes were expensive).

Men and women wore an inner garment, rather like a long, loose-fitting T-shirt, made of cotton or linen.

Over this is was an outer garment – a large rectangle of rough woollen cloth folded in half with a hole cut out for the head.  Men’s were long or short – the shepherds’ probably only knee-length to allow for ease of movement.  Women’s were longer to cover the feet.  Jewish men were required to have tassels attached to the corners to remind them of the commandments.  Because the outer garment was large and flowing it was drawn in with a belt of leather, cord or cloth and a bag or purse was often attached to the belt.  Women also sometimes wore an apron over the lower half of the body to protect their clothing – a long piece of cloth tucked in to the belt.

Men and women wore a shawl or cloak of wool or linen, draped fairly closely around the body, over the outer garment.

A typical head covering for both men and women was a length of cloth around the shoulders that could be pulled over the head and tied at the forehead, falling over the shoulders.  The shepherds would wear something similar to the modern keffiyeh (but please leave the tea towels at home!), a large square of woollen cloth folded diagonally in half.  The fold is worn across the forehead with the keffiyeh loosely draped across the back and shoulders, often held in place by a cloth or cord circlet.  Both men and women wore their hair long. Women braided their hair and often did not wear a head covering in the house.  Unmarried women in particular wore head coverings when out of the house and may also have worn a veil.

Leather sandals with wooden soles were worn on the feet but were taken off in the house.


	[image: Image result for migbahat]Zacharias

As a priest Zacharias would wear a plain, linen tunic covering the entire body from the neck to the feet with sleeves to the wrists.  This is drawn in with a white, twined linen sash. 

Priests wore a particular turban – wound so that it formed a cone- shaped turban called a migbahat.

Sandals were not worn in the temple.


	Magi
[image: Image result for persian king darius with attendants]
Since we’re not sure where they came from it’s difficult to assess their clothing but, as they probably came from the Babylonian/Persian region this seems a suitable style to adopt.

A vest with long, tight sleeves and long pantaloons; the pantaloons may fit tight or fall in wrinkles over the shoes.  The vest is always the same material as the pantaloons and made of rich, fine material, embroidered, or painted with designs.

Over the vest was a wide, sleeveless tunic (reaching to about the middle of the thigh) of a different material and pattern, clasped on the shoulders and girdled at the waist.  Over this was a mantle with an ostentatious fringe tacked on.
[image: Image result for persian king darius with attendants]
Soft leather boots were worn with pantaloons either tucked in or secured with an ornate buckle.

[image: ]Often a cylindrical cap was worn, slightly wider at the top than at the bottom.
 

	[image: Members of the nobility, or royalty, at about the time of Jesus; a man and woman in rich clothing]Herod

I’ve not managed to find information as to what Herod would have worn but the picture seems to be a reasonable guess.  The upper-class Jews had a reputation for luxury and ostentation so lots of rich materials and colours.  Probably short leather boots copying Roman fashion (but foreigners didn’t wear the toga) and a lot of bling!


	Jesus

Just a simple tunic and breeches.


	Gabriel

Gabriel’s costume is dependent on how the director wishes to portray Gabriel.  However, when he appears to humans he must be able to adopt some approximation of human appearance.  So… over to you – lots of scope for imagination!








	Fact sheet


	Angels

The term “angel” means “messenger” and angels, or their equivalent, appear in many religions throughout history.  In so far as we know from Biblical and other references angels are created beings of an entirely separate type from humans; humans do not become angels after death.  There are a finite number and they do not reproduce; nor do they appear to die.  They are intelligent and emotional and have different characters.  Although powerful they do not have limitless knowledge but, if only because of their longevity, they have great knowledge. They are apparently spirit beings but can take on physical form and may appear on earth without being recognisable from human beings.  Descriptions of apparent sightings of angels vary greatly: sometimes angels appear with wings, and may have two, three or four pairs.



	Mary

At the time of the Annunciation Mary was living with her parents in Nazareth, although she was betrothed to Joseph.  At the time the age for Jewish marriage for a girl was 12.  The ritual was in two stages and it seems likely that the “bride price” would have been paid to Mary’s father; this being the final step in the courtship ritual and virtually equivalent in legal status to the wedding ceremony. However, the bride then remained with her parents for a further year, although under the Jewish law a betrothed woman was considered to be married and the penalties for a woman having illicit sexual relations were severe: both the man and woman would be stoned to death.  When Joseph learned of her pregnancy he intended to divorce her quietly in order to try and avoid her incurring such a penalty; however an angel warned Joseph, in a dream, not to do so and advised him to take Mary as his wife.  Although it’s unclear from the scriptures, it seems likely therefore that the ceremony would have been completed before the couple travelled together to Bethlehem.  It also seems likely that Mary was probably only about 14 when she gave birth.



	Journey to Bethlehem

Although it’s not certain which route Mary and Joseph took, the journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem would be around 80-90 miles, with a long uphill trek to Jerusalem.  Although no donkey is mentioned in the Bible, given Mary’s advanced state of pregnancy it seems unlikely that she would have walked.  Also, in view of her condition and the rough terrain, they would only probably travel between 10-15 miles per day, so would be on the road for 1-2 weeks.  The going was hard, with harsh weather and cold nights and lions, bears and wild boars in the forested valley of the River Jordan.; and robbers and bandits also lying in wait for travellers.



	The Magi

The real identities of the magi (the scriptures saying only that they came “from the East”) are swathed in mystery, with myths and legends abounding as to their origin: stories have them coming from Persia, China, India… and the list goes on.  They were almost certainly not kings (they were elevated to that status in later accounts) and probably the most credible theories suggest that they came from Persia.  The word “magus” derives, via Greek, from Old Persian and referred to the Persian priestly caste of Zoroastrianism, which paid particular attention to the stars and the “sciences” of astronomy and astrology.  

The idea that they were three in number seems only to derive from the fact that there were three particular gifts mentioned; and the names traditionally accorded, “Caspar”, “Melchior” and “Balthazar” were added in later accounts (other religions give alternative names).  The gifts which are cited would not be unusual offerings to a king; gold being valuable, myrrh used as an anointing oil and frankincense as a perfume. 

 It is quite likely that numbers of magi from different areas joined the entourage on the journey and, particularly in view of the fact that they were carrying valuables, along with a considerable number of servants they would probably have had a military escort.  This would also explain why there arrival in Jerusalem caused such a to-do and why Herod took them seriously.





	The star and the magi’s journey

Many astrologers have tried, unsuccessfully, to identify the “star” which led the magi to Jesus.  There are a number of aspects of the account which cause problems, including the facts that the star seemed to move (as stars don’t move) and also, Herod’s advisers didn’t seem to have noticed it.  The most credible explanation seems to be that the “star” was not actually a star but referred to an astronomical event, the heliacal rising of Jupiter.   Whilst stars don’t move, the sun, the planets and the moon do, and travel at different speeds.  When the sun catches up with a planet, the planet seems to disappear, but when the sun has travelled sufficiently far beyond it the planet reappears again and rises in the morning sky, just moments before the sun. 
 
Such events held great significance for the old astrologers and, when seen in alignment with other rare, astrological events,  would indicate important events such as the birth of a king.  As Earth orbits the sun more quickly than Jupiter, when it catches up with the planet there is a moment when the planet stops moving and appears to change from eastward to westward motion, and this would explain the “star” “standing over” the place where Jesus was.

These events happening quite close to the sun, they would not easily be visible to the naked eye, so Herod’s advisers would not have noticed unless they were specifically looking for them; however, the magi had been watching for years for a powerful set of astrological portents.  We know that the magi did not visit the child in a stable as the gospel specifically states that they went to a house: the magi’s portent began with the heliacal rising of Jupiter on 17th April, 6 BC and ended on 19th December, 6 BC (when Jupiter appeared to stop and change direction against the fixed background stars) so Jesus would have been a toddler at the time of their visit.
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