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Characters
ANGELIC CHILD:
Angelic
MISS LANE:
Sympathetic teacher

BEN:
Very likeable, but he has problems

MR MOURNFUL:
Unsympathetic teacher, always miserable

SARAH:
Ben's sister

CHRISTINA:
Ben's mother, also with problems

ISAAC:
A shepherd

SHEEP:
A group with the following speaking parts:

FOZ:
The leader
HOPPIT:
Always happy annoying the shepherds
SHEPHERDS:
A group with the following speaking parts:

NASON:
Rough and uneducated

UZZI:
Would like to be more educated

ANGELS:
A group with the following three speaking parts:

GABRIEL:
Fussy, bossy
LAYLAH:
Inexperienced, excitable
KIRAMAN:
Bored with everything
ROMAN SOLDIERS:
A group with the following three speaking parts:

PORTICUS:
A Roman General, very much in command

VICTOR:
His sergeant, rough but always willing to obey orders

OSCAR:
Young and enthusiastic

TOWNSPEOPLE:
A group with the following two speaking parts

XAVIER:
Always ready with a smart answer

YEHUDI:
Pretends to be stupid

MARY:
Calm, sensitive

JOSEPH:
Not happy with the situation

WISE MEN:
A group with the following speaking parts:

DONG-SUN:
The leader.  Very bossy

QUON:
Very negative - assumes everything will fail.

REIKO:
Aggressive - thinks he should be the leader.

Several of the parts can be played by boys or girls: Gabriel, Porticus - even the Wise Men with their long beards!

The show is designed to use three areas: the full stage, the apron (the space in front of the closed curtains) and the arena (the open area at the front of the auditorium), with the intention that it can run without any pauses.

RUNNING TIME:
 45 minutes.

Scene 1:  Apron.

ANGELIC CHILD:
And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed.  And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city.  And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem.  (Gestures to Musical Director and yells)    Hit it!

Scene 2:  Stage: School.

The curtains whisk open and the children sing the title song - all except Ben in the middle of the front row who doesn't open his mouth.

SONG:
"Not another Nativity!"

ALL:
(clap)  We're doing a Nativity Play.
What do you say about that?
And it always turns out looking more like pantomime.
All it needs is the cat!
(clap)  We'd really like to call it a day.
You demand it; we can't stand it!


CHORUS
Oh no, not another Nativity!
Let me out I don't really want to be here.
It's worse than going to the dentist.
Wish I was home with the flu.
Here goes with another Nativity!
I feel bad.  I feel mad!
If you ask me why I'm feeling this way
It's another Nativity Play!

(clap)  Who wants to be an angel in white?
I'd look a sight!  Wouldn't you?
And you know that I hate being made a spectacle,
Like a chimp in the zoo!
(clap)  Who wants to see a stable at night?
Dark and dingy: I feel wingey!


CHORUS


(clap)  We're really bad at learning our lines.
Think of the effort that takes.
And we don't really care about ancient Israel:
We want presents and cakes!
(clap)  We're telling you we've made up our minds.
Our decision: no religion!


CHORUS

MISS LANE:
Well done all of you - well, most of you.  Good singing, but it could still be better.  Off you go - have a good night's sleep, and I'll see you all at the performance tomorrow.

The children start to leave.


Ben - can I have a word with you?

BEN:
Yes, Miss Lane.

The curtains close behind them.

Scene 3:  Apron: Office.

MISS LANE:
Ben, I put you in the middle because you've got a good strong voice and you're confident - other children sing better when you're around them.  And then you didn't make a sound.  What's the matter?

BEN:
Nativity plays are stupid.

MISS LANE:
I don't think so.

BEN:
All that stuff about babies.

MISS LANE:
Don't you like babies?

BEN:
Mum's having another one.

MISS LANE:
Well you and Sarah worked out fine - what's wrong with a third one?

Ben looks away and doesn't answer.


What do your Mum and Dad think?

BEN:
Mum's tired all the time.

MISS LANE:
Of course, but she'll be happy once the baby arrives.  And Dad?

BEN:
He's away.

MISS LANE:
Away where?

BEN:
He's been working abroad for two months.

MISS LANE:
Oh, I see.

BEN:
And he's so wrapped up in it, he never even phones us.

MISS LANE:
How does your Mum take that.

BEN:
She says it's good that he's making a lot of money - but I know she misses him.

MISS LANE:
I'm sorry, Ben.  But life goes on - I really need you to sing in the Nativity Play.

Ben looks at her, tries to speak but can't.  He runs off.  Miss Lane sighs, then turns round and calls:

MISS LANE:
Mr Mournful!

Mr Mournful enters carrying a clipboard.

MR MOURNFUL:
(who is as miserable as his name suggests) I suppose that went all right.  Could have been worse.

MISS LANE:
And the time?

MR MOURNFUL:
Slightly long, but there were a few hold-ups.

MISS LANE:
I thought they put the humour across well.

MR MOURNFUL:
You mean it was supposed to be humorous?

MISS LANE:
Oh come on Mr Mournful, lighten up!

MR MOURNFUL:
I can't.  It's not in my nature.

MISS LANE:
It'll soon be Christmas.

MR MOURNFUL:
I know.  All that work!  All those presents!  All that cooking!

MISS LANE:
Don't you enjoy Christmas then?

MR MOURNFUL:
I don't do "enjoyment".

MISS LANE:
The kids do.

MR MOURNFUL:
Kids!  I hate them!

MISS LANE:
I'm sure you don't.

MR MOURNFUL:
Oh yes I do!

SONG:
"I hate children"

MR MOURNFUL:
I hate children, I hate children, everywhere they lurk.
Asking questions, missing lessons, giving us more work.
Every time I think that things are going rather well,
I can almost guarantee that they'll go
wrong because of children!

He pauses for breath: Miss Lane is about to interrupt him but he starts again.


I hate children, I hate children filling up the schools.
Marking floors and slamming doors and
breaking all the rules.
If I were in charge of things I'd lock the gates today
And the place would run like clockwork if it
wasn't for those children.

Again Miss Lane tries to interrupt him.


Nice children do as they are told,
Never get too bold, They're as good as gold.
Nice children never tear their clothes,
But I don't meet any of those.


I hate children, I hate children, more in every year.
But I know a way to make the children disappear.
If the people knew the trouble having kids would cause,
There'd be no more parents in the world
and that means no more children.

MISS LANE:
I love children, I love children,
Even when they're bad.
I'll be there to understand them
When they're feeling sad.
Growing up is very hard, whatever you may say
And if I can help them through it, I'll be
proud of all my children.


I love children, I love children, even when they're rough
Give them help and give them guidance:
that should be enough.
See them grow and see them flourish;
watch them work and play
And you may discover after all that
really you love children.


Who knows just where their future lies?
They could turn out wise: give you a surprise.
Who knows how far they could advance
If you only gave them a chance?


I love children, I love children:
Let me make it clear.
Teaching them about the world
is really my career.
Even though they wear me out I know my place is here
And I'm happy when I see the smiles
of all those lovely children.

MR MOURNFUL:
You seem to think those kids are angels!

MISS LANE:
You seem to think those kids are devils!

MR MOURNFUL:
You're all at sea!

MISS LANE:
I don't agree!

BOTH:
Surely you can see!

They take a deep breath, face each other and sing simultaneously at top speed.

MISS LANE:
I love children, I love children,
Even when they're bad.
I'll be there to understand them
When they're feeling sad.
Growing up is very hard, whatever you may say
And if I can help them through it, I'll be
proud of all my children.

MR MOURNFUL:
I hate children, I hate children,
everywhere they lurk.
Asking questions, missing lessons, giving us more work.
Every time I think that things are going rather well,
I can almost guarantee that they'll go
wrong because of children!

MISS LANE:
(after the applause, as they exit)  So why are you a teacher if you hate children so much?

MR MOURNFUL:
I suppose it gives me a feeling of power.  And the holidays are great!

Scene 4:  Stage:  Bedroom.

Ben and his sister are in pyjamas and about to go to bed.

BEN:
Sarah, do you believe in Christmas.

SARAH:
Of course I do.  Everybody does.

BEN:
I don't.  It's just a fairy story.

SARAH:
No it's not.  Fairy stories are made up.  Christmas is true.

BEN:
Who says so?

SARAH:
It's in the Bible.

BEN:
And who wrote that?

SARAH:
Don't you know anything?!  Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

BEN:
And were they there?

SARAH:
Er  - -  Well  - -  Not exactly.

BEN:
That's what I thought - fairy story!

CHRISTINA:
(off)  Are you two in bed?

BOTH:
(leaping into bed)  Yes, Mum.

Christina appears.

CHRISTINA:
Are you asleep?

BOTH:
(sitting up)  Yes, Mum!

CHRISTINA:
That may fool some mothers, but not this one!  (goes over to Sarah and kisses her)

Goodnight Sarah.

SARAH:
(lying down)  Goodnight Mum.

CHRISTINA:
(goes over to Ben and kisses him)

Goodnight Ben.

BEN:
(lying down)  Goodnight Mum.

Christina turns off the light and they both go to sleep.

Christina sings to her absent husband.

SONG:
"I don't believe in magic"

CHRISTINA:
Looking at the decorations, hanging up the
Christmas cards and wishing you were here.
Hoping that some day you will phone me.
It's so lonely on my own.
Feeling the anticipation, feeling lost and trying hard
to make myself go on.
In a fairy tale you might come back,
but I don't believe in magic.
When the children ask me why, all I want to do is cry.
But I know I must keep going: I am all they have.
When I see them sleeping there I know that I must
not despair, for they depend on me.
Other mothers must have problems too,
other mothers don't know what to do,
But my Christmas dreams would all come true
if you came back home to me.

Christina exits.  Strange music while Ben tosses and turns.  Shadowy figures pass across the stage in the semi-darkness: first Mr Mournful who looks at Ben and shakes his head, then Miss Lane who puts out her hand as though to wake him up but changes her mind, then other unidentified figures.  Cast for next scene enter arena.  The final one to cross the stage is Isaac, who shakes Ben awake.

ISAAC:
Wake up, Benjamin.  Do you mean to sleep all day?

BEN:
(half asleep)  What?  Who?

ISAAC:
(cuffing him)  Isaac, that's who!  Come on - up!

He drags Ben out of bed and puts a robe on him.

BEN:
Who's Isaac?  What's going on?

ISAAC:
Work, and you're late for it.  The other shepherds will be there by now.

BEN:
Shepherds?

ISAAC:
Have you lost your wits, boy?  I'm a shepherd, and you're my apprentice - not for much longer if you don't get a move on.

BEN:
But  - -  I'm not a shepherd.  I'm still at school.

ISAAC:
School?!  None of that now the Romans are in charge.  (grabbing him by the arm)  Come on - there's sheep to be moved to the lower pasture.

He drags Ben off.

Scene 5:  Arena: A field.

A flock of sheep milling about.

SONG:
"Sheep"


CHORUS

ALL:
We're so bored wandering about
Nothing else to do.
We're sheep!  just sheep!
Simply waiting to be put in a stew.
We can dream about exciting jobs
and the glory we would reap.
But it always comes back down to this:
we're sheep!  just sheep!

SOLO:
I could see myself as something in the city,
looking rather pretty in a bowler hat.
Stocks and shares, millionaires
all asking my advice.
Bulls and bears, sudden scares,
it really does sound nice.
I could really be a great advisor.
Just put out the welcome mat!
But there is one major problem:
I'm a sheep!  I could weep!


CHORUS

SOLO:
I should really like to be a great inventor,
knowing I could benefit my fellow sheep.
New ideas, new frontiers, they really do excite.
Though I've tried counting shepherds,
I can't sleep at night.
I could tell them how to split the atom,
send up rockets to the sky.
Then I stop and look around me:
You know why that won't fly!


CHORUS

SOLO:
If I had the chance to be a great explorer,
I would get a ship and travel round the world.
Racing gales, chasing whales and fighting pirate bands.
Making charts, killing sharks and finding foreign lands.
See the sailors climbing in the rigging.
I could almost jump for joy.
But I know what they'd be shouting:
Sheep ahoy!  Sheep ahoy!


CHORUS

The shepherds enter.

FOZ:
All right lads, here they come.  Diversionary tactic 1B - move!

HOPPIT:
(gleefully)  They don't stand a chance!

The shepherds try to round up the sheep, without any success.  Foz and Hoppit lead the other sheep round the arena, occasionally butting shepherds out of the way.

Scene 6:  Arena and stage: A field.

While they are doing this the curtains open as a band of angels fly on to the stage (unseen by the shepherds).

GABRIEL:
Watch where you're flying - some of you should never have passed your test.  Laylah, keep your wings in!

LAYLAH:
Sorry, Gabriel.  I wasn't expecting the wind.

GABRIEL:
Expect anything when you come to Earth - it's a very primitive place.  (To the whole group)  Come on, look lively!  Let's get this performance over before it snows.

The angels line up, jostling for position.

LAYLAH:
I've never seen snow.  Is it exciting?

KIRAMAN:
No, just cold.

GABRIEL:
Kiraman, your halo is crooked.

KIRAMAN:
Oh, does it matter, just for a bunch of shepherds?

GABRIEL:
Yes it does matter!  This is a tremendous occasion.

KIRAMAN:
(lazily adjusting his halo)  Yeah, right.

One of the other angels gives Gabriel his music stand which he sets up.

LAYLAH:
Why aren't they taking any notice of us?

KIRAMAN:
Don't you know anything?  We're in stealth mode.  As soon as we're ready we'll lift it - then they'll see us.

Another angel gives Gabriel a large book of music which he balances precariously on the music stand.

GABRIEL:
I notice some of your robes are not shining as brightly as they should.  You can expect to hear from me later.  Baton!  Tuning fork!

Two other angels hurry up to him with these items.  He dings the extra large tuning fork on one angel's head and it gives out a rich angelic B natural note (like a Vox Humana).  Angels try to sing "Ah" to the note, gradually finding it.  One angel is very flat.  Gabriel gestures to him to raise his pitch - he repeats the gesture until the pitch has gone far too high and then has to gesture to lower it.  Angels clear their throats, sniff, etc.


Stop this noise!  Are you ready?  (to Musical Director)  Thank you, maestro.

The musician(s) are now also wearing halos.  As the song starts the shepherds and sheep look up in amazement and forget their antics.

SONG:
"Angels"

ANGELS:
We are the angels all dressed in white.
You must adore us: we're such a sight.
Angelic voices: we have the best!
If you don't like our singing, you must be deaf!


We have to practise twelve hours a day.
Learning the music; no time to play.
Gabriel tells us things could be worse.
He'd be so angry if we missed out a verse.

SOLO:
(recit)  Even though these shepherds are an ignorant lot
We must not forget in years to come,
People will be hearing all about us
And to show how educated angels can be,
We shall sing the final verse in Latin!

ALL OR GROUP:
Tira misu, tira misu, Cannelloni con funghi.
Cappucino, oregano, La bistecca al sangue.
Vino bianco, vino rossi.  Gorganzola!  Gorganzola!
Gelato al cioccolato.  Pizza, pizza, Spaghetti Bolognese.

At this point the sheep interject their song as  a countermelody to the angels' song.  Some of the sheep go up on stage and start butting the angels, one of them overturns the music stand and another eats Gabriel's baton.  Laylah strokes a sheep; Kiraman looks disgusted.

GABRIEL:
Get these sheep off me!

Several angels manage to shoo the sheep back to the arena.


It's always the same - the rehearsals go fine, and the performance is a disaster.

LAYLAH:
The sheep are very cute though.

GABRIEL:
Cute?!  They've eaten my music and ruined the performance.

KIRAMAN:
Better luck next time.

GABRIEL:
That won't be till the Second Coming!

KIRAMAN:
Plenty of time to practise then.

GABRIEL:
(angrily)  Right, that's all I can take.  You'd better fly back to Heaven while I calm down - I'll catch you up.

As the other angels fly off the curtains close, leaving a gap.  Gabriel remains on the apron.  Isaac and Ben enter.

Scene 7:  Apron and arena.

GABRIEL:
I suppose you think that was funny.

NASON:
Yeah, course we do.

UZZI:
A real hoot.

GABRIEL:
A hoot?!  I always knew our quality music would be wasted on a gang of ignorant shepherds.

Indignant reaction from the shepherds.

NASON:
Who you calling ignorant?

UZZI:
Just 'cause we don't know much, doesn't make us  - -  you know  - -  ignorant.

GABRIEL:
I rest my case.

NASON:
I shouldn't - one of the sheep will eat it!

All the shepherds roar with laughter.  Gabriel is furious.

GABRIEL:
That does it!  I'm off!  (He turns and is about to disappear through the curtain.)
BEN:
Hold on a minute!  Weren't you supposed to give us a message?

GABRIEL:
Message?  Oh yes, so I was.  (He gathers himself together and speaks dramatically.)  Behold!

UZZI:
Behold what?

GABRIEL:
Behold what I'm about to tell you.

UZZI:
Well, you don't mean "behold" then, do you.  You mean "listen".

GABRIEL:
Whatever!  (dramatically)  A baby has been born in Bethlehem tonight, and he will be the King of the World.  You must go and worship him.

NASON:
No, mate - we must get our sheep down to the lower pasture before it snows.

UZZI:
I've seen enough babies of my own - who needs another one?

BEN:
No, this one is different.

UZZI:
Different how?

NASON:
All babies are the same.

BEN:
How many babies have a band of angels announcing their birth?  This is the Messiah - the one people have been waiting for all these years.

GABRIEL:
(surprised)  The boy is correct.  This baby will change the world.

NASON:
The Messiah?

GABRIEL:
The promised saviour.

UZZI:
I'm not big on religion.

BEN:
Then you'll miss the chance of a lifetime.

ISAAC:
What's got into you today, Benjamin?

BEN:
Look at the sheep.  See how calm they are.  They know something special's happening.

The shepherds argue amongst themselves, some agreeing, some disagreeing.  Gabriel watches them, looking irritated.

NASON:
All right, let's see this Messiah.  We can drop the sheep off on the way.

He leads off; the other shepherds and sheep follow him.

GABRIEL:
You'll find him in the stable behind the inn.  I know - not much of a start in life.  But you just wait!

He gives his wings a couple of practice shakes, then flies off through the gap in the curtains.

Scene 8:  Apron: A street in Bethlehem.

Porticus enters and surveys the audience with disgust.  He sings the verse; other soldiers enter as he is singing, all very fed up.

SONG:
"When in Rome"

PORTICUS:
A backwater town in a backwater country
Not worth a second glance.
It's always the same in an occupied country:
Nobody stands a chance.
The people all hate the soldiers.
The troops do nothing but moan.
We're waiting for someone to answer the question:
When can we all go home?

ALL:
CHORUS
When in Rome I'm a happy person.
And it seems like a paradise.
It's a place where the pace is lively
It's a different way of life.
All my friends would be glad to see me
With the wife and kids back home.
And it's oh so pretty that stately city
and I won't be on my own,
When they send me back to Rome.

PORTICUS:
When in Rome life is mainly pleasant,
If you're in with a friendly mob.
But I'm here and I'm counting peasants:
That's a boring kind of job!
I was proud to become a soldier
And I knew that I could fight.
But through someone's malice I'm stuck in Palestine
Wasting my life away.
Can't you hear the words I say?

ALL:
CHORUS

Scene 9:  Apron and arena.

While they are singing a crowd gathers in the arena.  These can be Townspeople or the Shepherds from the previous scene.

PORTICUS:
Sergeant, break up that crowd.  They know it's against the law.

VICTOR:
It's a pleasure, Sir!  (He moves down to the auditorium.)  All right, break up this crowd.  No large gatherings allowed - that's the word of Augustus Caesar.

XAVIER:
Silly old geezer!

VICTOR:
(spinning round)  Who said that?

The Townspeople all try to look innocent.

YEHUDI:
Who said what, Sergeant?

OSCAR:
(pointing to Xavier)  It was him!  (He comes down from the apron and grabs Xavier, who fights back.)
YEHUDI:
Leave him alone, or I'll...

VICTOR:
You'll what, peasant?!

YEHUDI:
I'll  - -  I'll set my sheep on you - all of them.

VICTOR:
You two are coming with us!

XAVIER:
Oh no we're not!

A fight breaks out in the arena between the Soldiers and the Townspeople, gradually working its way off during the following dialogue as the Townspeople escape.

Isaac and Ben enter through the crowd and try to get up onto the apron.  Porticus grabs Ben and blocks the steps so that Isaac cannot get to him.

PORTICUS:
And where do you think you're going, sonny?

BEN:
(struggling)  I've got to see the baby.

PORTICUS:
Baby?  What baby?

BEN:
Are you a Roman?

PORTICUS:
Are you dim-witted?  I'm not just "a" Roman - I'm General Porticus, in charge of this whole country.  What baby?

BEN:
Oh  - -  er  - -  just a baby.  No-one important.

PORTICUS:
Why's a kid like you interested in babies?

BEN:
Let me go!

He stamps on Porticus's foot, manages to break free and runs down into the arena.  Porticus chases him - Isaac stops him.

ISAAC:
Let him go - he's only a child.

PORTICUS:
I run this country - men, women and children.  Out of my way!

He runs off, following Ben.

ISAAC:
(to himself)  You may think you do - but the angels seem to have other ideas.  It's going to be a very interesting world when that baby grows up.  (He exits shaking his head.)
Scene 10:  Stage: A stable.

Mary is tending the baby in the manger.  Joseph is standing upstage with his back to the audience.  Ben rushes in, out of breath, stops and looks around in embarrassment.

BEN:
Oh, sorry, I  - -  I didn't mean to burst in like that.

MARY:
No problem.  It's not a private house, just a stable.

BEN:
I've come to  - -  (He shakes his head, confused.)  I've just come to see the baby.

MARY:
(smiling)  Of course.  What's your name?

BEN:
Ben.  Benjamin.  (moving forward to see the baby)  I didn't believe  - -  I'm sorry.

MARY:
You won't be the last - and most of them won't say they're sorry!

BEN:
He's so tiny.

MARY:
Don't you have any brothers and sisters.

BEN:
A sister, but she's older than me.  I've never seen a baby  - -  this close.  But Mum's having another one soon.

MARY:
A baby is a gift from God and must be treasured.

JOSEPH:
(turning round to face them)  Or an unwelcome guest.

BEN:
Dad!  What are you doing here?

JOSEPH:
What?!  I'm not your father.

BEN:
You must be.  You look exactly like him.

JOSEPH:
I have no children.

BEN:
(pointing to the baby)  Oh, but...

JOSEPH:
It's not mine.

MARY:
Joseph, I told you...

JOSEPH:
I know what you told me, Mary.  I've been thinking hard about it.

MARY:
You saw an angel - he said the baby was from God.

JOSEPH:
Well, I thought I did.  Now I'm wondering if it was just a dream.  And the neighbours aren't going to believe it.

BEN:
They don't have to know.  It's none of their business.

He beckons Joseph across, away from Mary, so that they can talk.


Look Joseph  - -  this is weird - you look just like my Dad, and his name's Joe as well.  I've heard him talking to Mum.  He always starts out saying he loves her, and then it turns into an argument.   I don't get it.

JOSEPH:
Well I do love Mary.  More than anything.

BEN:
Yes?

JOSEPH:
And then this happened.  I don't understand her.

BEN:
You're just like my Dad - too much thinking, not enough feeling.

JOSEPH:
So you're saying I should just  - -  accept this baby?

BEN:
Not just "accept".  Love him.  He's your son now.  And he's going to have a hard life.  (Pause)  A really hard life.

Pause while Joseph looks across to Mary and the baby.

JOSEPH:
I think you're right.  No - I feel you're right.

BEN:
You're starting to get it, Joseph.

PORTICUS:
(entering)  And now you're going to get it, boy.

Joseph jumps back to protect Mary.  Porticus grabs Ben.


You've led me a fine chase, but this is where it ends.  (He looks around.)  What is this, anyway?

BEN:
They've just had a baby.  There was no room at the inn - everywhere's full up because of your census.

PORTICUS:
That's their problem.  Caesar Augustus is the mightiest ruler the world has even seen.  He needs to know the size of his empire.

BEN:
Let me tell you something.  The only reason Caesar Augustus will be remembered is that he was Emperor when this baby was born - the Messiah.

PORTICUS:
Hah!  Can you foretell the future?

BEN:
In this case, yes I can!

PORTICUS:
You're nothing but slaves - I could put you all to the sword and nobody would care.

He draws his sword and advances on the baby.  Joseph tries to hold Mary back, but she shakes him off and moves forward to meet Porticus, unafraid.

MARY:
Babies are babies the world over.

PORTICUS:
If it's a threat to Rome, it's going to be a dead baby!

BEN:
Don't you have any children?

PORTICUS:
My children are Roman citizens.

MARY:
(picking the baby up)  Look at him - just look!  Do you see a slave?  Or just a baby, who could be yours?  (She holds the baby in front of Porticus's face.)  A baby is a gift from God and must be treasured.

PORTICUS:
Why aren't you afraid of me?  (low)  Why does he look at me like that?

MARY:
He sees through you.  He sees through your boasting and bluffing, to the good man within.

Porticus stares at the baby, then slowly, as if in a dream, puts his sword away.

PORTICUS:
(to Joseph)  Are you the father?

Joseph looks at Ben, who nods an appeal.

JOSEPH:
Yes, the child is mine.

Mary turns to Joseph with a grateful smile, then moves to stand beside him; Joseph puts his arm round her and together they face Porticus.  Porticus looks at them, then at Ben.
PORTICUS:
I see I was wrong. You are not slaves.  (He takes out a gold coin.)  This coin is a birth gift.  Perhaps the boy is right; perhaps your child will rule a mightier empire than mine.

He gives the coin to Mary, bows to the baby and leaves.  Mary puts the baby back in the manger with the gold coin.

BEN:
I'm sorry, I don't have any gift.

MARY:
It doesn't matter, Benjamin.  You've talked to Joseph, and he's beginning to accept his son.  That's a great gift.  No, I have something for you.  (She takes a curved wooden comb from her hair.)  Take this comb and remember me, wherever you go.  (She gives it to him.)
BEN:
Wow, thanks.  I certainly will.  Now I've got to get back to Isaac and the sheep.

MARY:
Of course.  Go, with my blessing.

JOSEPH:
And mine also.

Benjamin looks around at the whole scene, wanting to imprint it on his memory for ever, then exits as the curtains close.

Scene 11:  Arena: A field.

It's getting dark.  The Thirteen Wise Men enter with a great commotion.  They all have long beards, and are totally disorganised.

DONG-SUN:
This way!  Over here.

QUON:
(miserably)  We're lost.

DONG-SUN:
We are not lost!  I'm just  - -  not sure where we are.

REIKO:
(aggressively)  We need another leader.

QUON:
We've already got too many leaders.

DONG-SUN:
If you'd just listen to me...

REIKO:
I say we're lost and we should camp for the night.

DONG-SUN:
You're not in charge.

REIKO:
What's your plan then?

DONG-SUN:
Er  - -  we  - -  er  - -  (loud)  Make camp for the night!

REIKO:
What about the giant telescope!

DONG-SUN:
Good idea.  (loud)  Set up the giant telescope!

During the song some of the men start putting up tents, without much success.

SONG:
"It's certainly wise to be wise"

DONG-SUN:
I'm always bright and I'm always right.
You have to give me my due.
For I'm the wisest of all the men;
I'm certainly wiser than (pointing at audience) you.
I need to show that I'm in the know,
to keep my followers loyal.
For I'm the Astrologer Royal.

ALL:
Yes, he's the Astrologer Royal.
He leads the way by night and day; he makes us realise:

DONG-SUN:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

ALL:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

During the next verse some men come in carrying a large tripod (banging into Reiko while he's singing) but it won't stand up, because they don't realise there are struts to hold the legs together.  They keep trying and failing.

REIKO:
We've all been studying history,
and books of magical lore.
We've all got medals for learning stuff,
and qualifications galore.
I'm sure that things would be much improved
if I were running the show.
But nobody wanted to know.

ALL:
Yes, nobody wanted to know.
He talks a lot; he's not so hot at finding us supplies.

DONG-SUN:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

ALL:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

During the next verse Dong-Sun gets three men to stand one against each leg.

QUON:
I don't suppose we shall find the child
that we have travelled to see.
I keep on trying to warn them all,
but nobody listens to me.
I'm old, and cold, and I won't be told
that everything is okay.
I think we should call it a day.

ALL:
Yes, why don't you call it a day?!
He loves to moan; he loves to groan,
with stupid sighs and cries.

DONG-SUN:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

ALL:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

During the next verse Dong-Sun and Quon go off, then return staggering across with the telescope, Dong-Sun in the lead.

ALL:
We've got no time to be practical:
we're such intelligent folk.
But when it comes to a telescope,
we never seem able to cope.
Although our theories are beautiful,
they don't seem terribly sound.
It finishes up on the ground.
Yes, finishes up on the ground.
But even though the march is slow,
we will not compromise.

DONG-SUN:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

ALL:
It's certainly wise to be wise.
It's certainly wise to be wise.  Oh---

DONG-SUN:
(spoken while they hold the top note)  Get out of my way, you idiots!

The men holding the tripod move and the tripod collapses again.  Quon continues to push forward, Dong-Sun trips over a tripod leg and falls over, dropping the telescope.

ALL:
It's certainly wise to be wise.

Ben enters and looks at them in surprise.

BEN:
Who are you?

DONG-SUN:
We're the thirteen wise men.

BEN:
I thought there were only three of you.

DONG-SUN:
(suspiciously)  Who's been telling you about us then?  We're supposed to be travelling secretly.

BEN:
Oh  - -  er  - -  I read it somewhere.  In a book.

DONG-SUN:
Are you working for King Herod?

BEN:
No, I'm on your side.

DONG-SUN:
Good!  We bring three gifts - does that mean there have to be three of us?

BEN:
I suppose not.

DONG-SUN:
This way we can lose a few stragglers and still give the three gifts.  Anyway, thirteen's a lucky number - at the moment.

QUON:
Not that we're having any luck with this telescope.

REIKO:
It keeps collapsing.

BEN:
Do you want me to have a look?

DONG-SUN:
You?!  You're far too young to be trusted with an expensive piece of equipment like this.  Wisdom comes with age, you know.

BEN:
(grinning)  Er  - -  Who just dropped it on the ground then?

DONG-SUN:
What academic qualifications do you have?

BEN:
What does that matter?  This is a practical problem, not an academic one.

REIKO:
What a novel attitude.

QUON:
Might as well let him have a look.  It won't do any good anyway.

Ben bends down and studies the tripod while the Wise Men shake their heads and mutter to each other.

BEN:
Did you use the struts to hold the legs in place?

DONG-SUN:
Struts?  What are struts?

BEN:
Those small strips of wood with the hooks on the end.  (He picks up the tripod and attaches the struts.)  The hooks go on like that, and it holds the whole thing steady.

REIKO:
Amazing.

QUON:
Not the sort of thing we'd know about - far too commonplace.

BEN:
Let's see how the telescope attaches to the tripod.  Can you lift if up for me?

Dong-Sun and Reiko look horrified, then grudgingly hoist the telescope up near the top of the tripod.

REIKO:
This really isn't our sort of work, you know.

BEN:
It won't kill you.  Okay, there's a thread on the top of the tripod  - -  er  - -  oh yes, there's a ring that turns on the bottom of the telescope.  So I turn the ring, you hold it in place.  Good.  Now if I turn the ring the other way that should fix it.  And it does.

DONG-SUN:
But you're so young.

BEN:
Give me time.  Right, see how that works.

Don-Sun adjusts the position, looks through it, adjusts it again.  By now it is almost dark.

DONG-SUN:
Can't see a thing.

REIKO:
It's all this cloud and snow - the light can't get through.

QUON:
I said it would be a waste of time.

Dong-Sun and Reiko glare at him, then look at each other, then look at Ben.  Long pause while they all think.

BEN:
Oh  - -  you're looking for the star!  Sorry, I'm not thinking very clearly tonight.

DONG-SUN:
We need it to tell us which way to go.

BEN:
Well, actually you don't.  I can tell you where the baby is.  I've seen him.

REIKO:
You've seen the Messiah?

BEN:
He's in the stable behind the inn.  Straight down the hill, into Bethlehem, second track on the left and you'll find the inn at the end.

DONG-SUN:
Young man, you are amazing.

QUON:
Not exactly wise, but  - -  useful.

BEN:
Thanks.  And good luck.

DONG-SUN:
And thank you.  (Loud)  Dismantle the telescope.  Strike the tents.  We're going to Bethlehem.

They all troop off, still arguing.  Ben sits down and watches them, exhausted and confused.  Isaac enters and watches him for a moment.

ISAAC:
Benjamin.  Are you all right?

BEN:
I  - -  I don't know how I am.  But I saw the baby.

ISAAC:
So did we.  Waited till the soldiers had disappeared, then in we went.  Amazing.

BEN:
(getting up)  Yes.  Amazing.

He staggers and almost falls; Isaac steadies him.

ISAAC:
Careful!  You're over-excited and over-tired.

BEN:
I guess.

ISAAC:
You've done a good day's work, Benjamin, and now it's time for bed.  Come on.

He helps Ben up the steps as the curtains open.

Scene 12:  Stage: Bedroom.

The room is faintly lit.  Ben gets into bed; Isaac takes Ben's robe and leaves.  The lights fade out, a pause, then they come full on.  Christina and Sarah hurry in.

SARAH:
Ben!  Wake up!

No response.  She shakes him and Ben tries to open his eyes, with difficulty.

CHRISTINA:
We've both been awake for hours - are you all right?  I looked in a couple of times but you were so fast asleep I didn't like to disturb you.  It's nearly lunch-time.

BEN:
I  - -  I  - -  (he shakes his head vigorously.)  Wow!

SARAH:
What's that supposed to mean?

BEN:
I went back in time.  I saw the baby Jesus, and the shepherds, and the Wise Men.  I was chased by a Roman General.  I spoke to the Angel Gabriel...

CHRISTINA:
Sounds like quite a dream.

BEN:
It wasn't a dream.

SARAH:
Come off it, Ben - what else could it have been?

BEN:
I know what dreams are like.  This was different.

CHRISTINA:
When you're dreaming it all seems real, but it's just in your mind.

BEN:
No it wasn't.  This was real.

SARAH:
You're crazy!

CHRISTINA:
Now Sarah, stop that.

JOSEPH:
(off)  Anybody home?

BEN:
(in unison)  Dad!

SARAH:
(in unison)  Dad!

They both rush over to the doorway as Joe enters, and he hugs them both.

CHRISTINA:
Joe?

They look at each other uncertainly for a moment, then Joe comes over to Christina and they embrace.


You didn't say you were coming home.

JOSEPH:
I didn't know I was.  I've been working really late for the past week; I went to bed dog tired.  And I had a strange dream - can't remember much about it now, but you were in it, Ben, and a baby  - and I realised that most of all I wanted to be with my wife and family - and the new arrival - specially at Christmas.  I drove straight to the airport and managed to get a plane to England.  I've been travelling the whole time - slept a bit on the plane but I'm still exhausted.

CHRISTINA:
What about your work?

JOSEPH:
They can do without me for a week or two.  I know it's good money - but that's not everything.  I want to be here when the baby arrives.

BEN:
A baby is a gift from God and must be treasured.

Christina and Sarah look at him in amazement.

CHRISTINA:
Whatever that dream was it seems to have changed you for the better.

JOSEPH:
I'm sorry - I didn't have time to buy any Christmas presents.

CHRISTINA:
Joe, you've already given us the best present you could.

JOSEPH:
So, what's been going on?

CHRISTINA:
Sarah's joined the Girl Guides, and she's really enjoying it.  Ben's in a Nativity Play...

BEN:
Oh!  What time is it?  I'm going to be late!

Scene 13:  Arena.

Some of the children assemble under the watchful eyes of Miss Lane and Mr Mournful.  Mr Mournful shoves them into position; Miss Lane counts them.

MISS LANE:
One missing.  (She looks along the line.)  Oh no, it's Ben!

MR MOURNFUL:
Doesn't surprise me one bit.

MISS LANE:
I was hoping a good night's sleep would sort him out.

MR MOURNFUL:
It'll take more than that!  I told you he was no good.

MISS LANE:
But you don't think any children are any good.

MR MOURNFUL:
What does one child more or less matter anyway?  He's nobody special.

MISS LANE:
Every child is special!  And you never know what they can do until you give them a chance to prove themselves.

MR MOURNFUL:
You're wasting time - the audience is here and they're getting restless.  We need to start the show.

MISS LANE:
I just don't believe he'd let us down like this.

MR MOURNFUL:
Hah!

Ben and Sarah rush in.

MISS LANE:
Ben!  I'm so glad to see you.

BEN:
I'm sorry I'm late, Miss Lane.

SARAH:
He's had an amazing dream and it's changed his whole idea of Christmas.

BEN:
(getting up on the apron)  It wasn't a dream.

SARAH:
Of course it was.

BEN:
A dream?  How do you explain this then?  (He holds up the comb he had been given.)
Scene 14:  Arena and Stage.

The curtains open to reveal the rest of the performers, with Ben in the middle of the front row.  The entire cast sing a rousing Christmas song (complete with one or more tambourines) to finish.

SONG:
"Gates of Heaven"

ALL:
The world was hid in darkness
And no-one could be free
Until the King of all men
Was born in Galilee.

CHORUS:
He came to open the gates of Heaven
He came to show us the way
And even though we might forget
He was born on Christmas Day.


And though he had no palace
Or servants at his side
He was the promised saviour
Our shepherd and our guide.

CHORUS

He came to preach forgiveness
To take away our sin
To make our lives worth living
If we will let him in.

CHORUS

So now we sing in chorus
To let the whole world know
That Christ was born in Bethlehem
Two thousand years ago.

CHORUS

If you want an encore, reprise the first song using this verse:

ALL:
We've finished a Nativity Play
We're really glad that it's done
Though it wasn't as bad as we
thought it might have been:
It was actually fun!
But even as we call it a day,
Here's what we fear, same time next year:


CHORUS

END


