A Father’s Journey
By Brad Olson

Today the mayor’s assistant came to him and offered him a deal. If he would keep some of the leftover material from the job and not return it to the supplier, charge the mayor’s office for the cost, he could make more money and no one would tell. No one would tell especially if he used the materials to build the mayor’s assistant a new shed at his house. The extra money to pay him would come from the job. Easy… right? A little extra money he could use for a little extra work. Who cares if it wasn’t a part of the deal, no one would find out.
He did. He cared. You see, he wasn’t that kind of guy. He knew what was right and what was wrong. He wasn’t the kind of guy who wanted to sell his integrity for a few dollars, not even a lot of few dollars. He was frustrated that others didn’t see things the same way. He wished everyone would just do what they said they would do and treat others fairly. I mean, isn’t that what a good Jewish man should do?

It had been a long day and he was getting ready for the journey. There were things on the job site he had to finish before taking off.  After all, there was a reputation to protect for the business. When you live in a town of a few hundred people, your name means everything. I mean, they were builders. They took pride in their work. They had been in Nazareth for many years, doing the same thing, generation after generation. And they were good at what they did. But today was a difficult day. 
His back hurt from the long week. He was tired. His bones ached. He dropped some bricks on his foot today and he was feeling the ache on the top of his foot all over again.  He has to work harder and harder each year due to the rising taxes. How much money can they take from a family?! So he was especially grateful for the government job. He was surprised he got the job. It was a big one.  He won the bid over his friend who had a big crew and made a bunch more money than he. They were building a new municipal building three towns down the road for mayor of the city- some welcome center for guests- not much of a challenge to a skilled builder, but it was a big job. The mayor was angry with them today, complaining they were behind schedule, but what was he to do? The materials for the roof were delivered late again and he was left trying to appease the city planner again. At least they liked him. They thought he was an honest kind of worker. He tried to explain the delay and promised they would make it up to them. He wanted to protect his reputation as a Jewish man, and a builder. 
He knew something about reputations. He was sensitive to it ever since that day. It was about 8 months ago. What a day that was. I mean, what a week that was. The engagement was set. She was young and beautiful. He thought, “How could he be so lucky?” to have this marriage arranged? The family chose well for him. But on that day, he wasn’t ready for that kind of news. 

When a man comes for royalty, much is expected from him. He tried to live in a manner worthy of his heritage. I mean, the line of David for goodness sakes. This is the family from which the Messiah will come!  He tried to live a life of integrity worthy of that kind of family history. But on that day, he was worried about reputations.
Pregnant… PREGNANT… pregnant… The word echoed in his mind for weeks after hearing the news. It still sends shivers down his neck when he thinks about it. She came to him one day and wanted to talk… privately… the kind of talk you have when nothing good can come from it. He knew it was that kind of talk from her tone of voice… the soft spoken words, slightly crackling as she spoke, “We need to talk”.  Pregnant… and that crazy story she told about how it happened. I mean, c’mon, a visit from an angel? A “magical” pregnancy? She must’ve been drinking too much that night. Maybe she ran into her old boyfriend and things just went too far. Maybe she’s making it up because she has changed her mind. His heart ached. He loved her. He dreamt of building life together with her. A family. A home. Clay fence. Pet goat. The works. But now he felt like someone punched him in the gut. It just hurt.
He wondered what to do. Was he still “lucky” to have this fiancé? Now did the family choose well? He knew his right to end it all. He was not in the wrong, she was. He could tell everyone he was not the father, but would they believe it? If he ended it all, they would know it was her fault. His reputation would be preserved. She would be disgraced publicly. But he had a heart for her, even if she made a mistake. He did not want to shame her, especially with the kind of shame that would come in this kind of town. “Reputations are all we have”, he thought. He considered quietly ending the engagement to protect her. He’ll just keep things quiet and end the deal, maybe things will just fade away in people’s minds. 
The dream seemed much more than a dream, and the angel seemed much more than what he imagined an angel would be. He thought angels would be more “ghostly”, more like a see-through picture- like seeing a person through the sheer veil covering a bride’s face. And the words, they sounded more crisp and clear. This was more than a dream.  He never had an angel talk to him before. I mean, who has? As soon as the angel began speaking, he knew his fiancé was telling the truth. The angel didn’t need to say anything, just show up. But he did speak. He spoke loud and clear. He spoke in the voice you’d expect from an angel. Even as the angel was talking, he was surprised he wasn’t more scared than he felt. The words fell to his ears with calming tones. Things made sense now. She told the truth. A magical pregnancy. No, more than that, this was a marvelous pregnancy. No, much more than that. This was a miraculous pregnancy. God has touched her life, which means he is a part of the journey. God has touched his life.  He will marry her, and soon. Reputations can be preserved. 
“A son”, he said. A son, O my! The aching he felt on that day she had “the talk” with him was gone. Completely gone. It had been replaced with over flowing joy. Fullness. Pleasure. His heart melted towards her even more than before. She has been chosen by God. She was telling him the truth. She was going to be his wife after all. He was thrilled. He sat up more straight at breakfast the next day. He stood a little taller as he walked the streets on Saturday morning. He smiled. He was pleased to be a part of a magical journey. Who has these things happen to them? He did not doubt, but quietly went along with the plan as he was encouraged to do. He would marry her and they would make their life together. 
He found him-self staring at his young wife several times that evening as they packed for their journey. He had moments over the past 8 months when he felt that the world moved in slow motion- but only for a few moments. He was having one of them. He watched his wife gently rub her belly in the light of the candle by the window. In that moment, he forgot about work, forgot about taxes, forgot about his disagreement with the neighbor, or any of his unanswered questions about the future. He was completely absorbed by the present. In those few moments, he saw the maturity and strength in his wife that stretched far beyond her years. He wondered if this is what God saw. Is that why she was chosen? He was stunned by her presence. He felt the warmth in his heart for her take another growth spurt. He wanted to protect and provide for her. He loved her.
 Though the work day was long and his body was tired, he felt more alert by the sight of her. Her shape now reminded him with every glance that their journey was soon to take a new turn. The months of waiting were coming to an end. They would have to get on the road early because the journey was long. So there was much packing to do. To make things worse, he was uncertain just exactly when they would return. So what do they bring? How much should they pack? He took care of the work schedule. Others can do the job in his absence. They had worked together for a long time and he trusted that they could manage things when he was gone. He fed the donkey. He was a young, strong animal able to take the long journey carrying such precious cargo, but he wanted to make sure he was well rested and well fed. He decided they could pack the clothes in the travel bag his mother-in-law made for them as a gift. It could hold the extra blankets they would need to get through the cold nights. It was supposed to be about 45 degrees at night and rain was expected sometime along the way.  The bag was sturdy, made from some of the most durable leather in the region. He thought they would never own such a bag, far too nice for a man of simple tastes and pleasures like himself. But he liked it and it was perfect for the journey.  He had resigned himself to taking the trip. Not what he wanted to do, with work, the late term of the pregnancy, the pressure to earn money more (with the rising taxes) than to spend it. This ridiculous trip couldn’t have come at a worse time. But, what else did he expect from this government? Expecting him to make the 90 -mile journey to Bethlehem seemed like a lot to ask, just so this Caesar can squeeze more taxes from the people by knowing exactly how many people there are! He could get worked up about it if he thought about it too long. So, he resigned himself to making the trip. At least he could see some family. Since he came from the line of David, and this was the birthplace of David, his tribe was required to register in Bethlehem. So, others would be there, many others, even some old family and friends.

He never liked the big cities- and any city bigger than his was considered big. He was more of a small town guy. Too much noise and too many people in the big cities. But not even the cold air could cool off the warmth he felt as they saw the city on the horizon. It had been a long journey. They were almost there. The expectant waiting was about to end. The questions that ran through his mind for months now returned again. What will our child be like? Will he look like either of us? Will he be strong? “God is with us”, what does that mean? How will my son save people from their sins? Will he grow up like any other boy? Will he like being a carpenter? Will he get along with his siblings? Will I be able to be the father God has called me to be? With that question, the warmth he felt gave way to moments of fear. What is going to happen? He turned to God as he always did, trusting that he has a plan that works. His job is to follow it.
He wasn’t surprised that the rooms were filled with other guests. The whole tribe had to come here to register. Besides, the Feast of Tabernacles was upon them, and pilgrims from all over were coming to the city for the 7-day celebration. He expected rooms to be few. Still, he had hoped for nicer accommodations than they had. He was fairly certain they would be in town when it came time for his wife to give birth. 

They had just gotten back from the Government Records office at around 5pm. The sun was beginning to set. They reached the building about the same time some of the animals were coming back from pasture. The coldness of the floor was warmed by the blanket of straw laying all over it.  The smell of animals lingered in the air. The noise of the hustle and bustle of people on the streets outside the door kept them awake from a nap they had hoped for. They washed up and refreshed themselves before deciding what to do next. They were hungry, but his wife had some pains earlier in the afternoon that suggested they should lay low for the night. His wife lay on the makeshift bed in the corner of the room while he sits next to her rubbing her tired feet. The reality of the moment hits him. He is going to be a father. His life is about to change. The world around him quietly disappeared from his senses. Child-like anticipation that was drowned out most days by the demands of life, returned full force. In the quiet peacefulness of that moment, with just his young wife lying next to him, he thought to himself, “Something special is happening here tonight… This is the night”. They had been waiting a long time. This is the night they have been waiting for. This is the night. 
