

A Christmas Story

By Ana & Tod Gobledale

And This Shall Be a Sign...A story of hope and promise
Luke 2:1-7

Two readers:   
· Ana is the mother

· Thandiwe (Thahn-dee-way) is the 6-year-old daughter
They live illegally in South Africa in a rural area designated ‘Blacks-only’ under the laws of apartheid.

Don’t worry about correct pronunciation of the Zulu names, merely choose a pronunciation you are comfortable with, and stick with it throughout.


Mhlongo = eM-lowng-go  (surname)


Khanisiwe = Connie-see-way  (first name)


Philisiwe = Pill-ee-see-way  (first name)


Umfundisi = Um-fuhn-dee-see  (means Reverend or Minister, the title)


Mfanefile = eM-fahn-ah-fee-lay (rural community)


Ncane = eN– tscha-nay    (first name)

Ingane iyabuya  =  in-gone-nay  ee-yah-boo-yah     means: the baby is coming!

SCRIPT

Ana:
Something has awakened me.  I rest drowsing in our crowded bed.

Th:
My brother, Mandla, and I have crowded into our parents' bed because it is so cold in our own beds!  We snuggle with them because they are so much warmer!  And, anyway, this day is my sixth birthday and I figure mum and dad will let us in their bed early on this day.

Ana:
Not sure what has stirred me from my long winter's nap, I lie in bed cataloging all that lies ahead of me this day.

Th:
You know my mum, she is famous for her lists.   She is busy thinking of all the things to be done: bake a cake, decorate the house, wrap presents, prepare for my party...

Ana:
And, I am still working on Sunday's sermon!  Then, (rap on pulpit) knock, knock, knock, knock, a persistent rapping at the door.  Now I know what awoke me!  

Th:
I feel my mum moving the blankets, letting in cold air.  I burrow further under the covers.  I hear her strike a match and a bit of its light reaches me.  I wish she would stop letting in the cold!

Ana:
Four thirty! (rap on pulpit) The knocking continues.  Who is here at 4:30 in the morning?

Th:
I hear my parents talking.  Dad says, “it's your turn.”  Mum lets in more cold air when she gets out of bed.  She lights a kerosene lamp.

Ana:
I resentfully wrap a robe around me.  I go to the front door and when I open it, two church members, Khanisiwe Mhlongo and Philisiwe Nene emerge from the cold and dark of a bleak mid-winter night.

Th:
All is quiet in the still night.  I can clearly hear the tidings which our visitors herald with excitement.  “Umfundisi—pastor-- a baby is about to be born!  Ma Mhlongo must go to hospital.”

Ana:
South Africa, 1990, apartheid grips the country.  We live, illegally, at Mfanefile, a small, Zulu community.  It is illegal because we are white and this is an area designated ‘Blacks-only’. A single dirt road gives us access to the wider world.  The nearest hospital is twelve kilometers distant.

Th:
My parents own one of the few cars in our community.  People often come to them for help with transport, but this is the first time anyone has come this early in the morning!

Ana:
As I dress, Thandiwe and Mandla poke their noses out from under the covers into the frosty air.

Th:
Rubbing sleep from our eyes, we ask the obvious questions.  Is Ma Mhlongo having a baby?  Are you taking her to hospital?  And the not so obvious question: Can we come, too?  

Ana:
Both kids clearly relish this added excitement to Thandiwe's birthday.  If I take the kids with me, Tod can get the house ready for the birthday party, yes...including baking the cake..., and he will not have the kids to look after while he is doing it.  I say yes to the kids and they are out of the warm bed, where I wish I was, in a heartbeat!  Too bad they are not like that now that they are young adults.

Th:
I greet Khanisiwe and Philisiwe at our front door.  I step outside and glance around.  A sliver of moon is just rising in the east.  The frigid air provides a clear sky.  Stars twinkle against their velvet setting.

Ana:
I herd everyone into the car and we drive to the Mhlongo's home.  At the home, Thandiwe, Mandla and I wait while Philisiwe and Khanisiwe go fetch the mother-to-be.

Th:
Mum dozes off.  I hear Philisiwe calling from the door of the hut.  I tap mum's shoulder and point up the hill.  “She wants you,” I tell mum.

Ana:
“What now?” I wonder aloud.

Th:
My Zulu and Mandla's is better than dad and mum's but mum needs no translating when Philisiwe cries out, “Ingane iyabuya!”  Which means?!...  Yes!  The baby is coming out!

Ana:
I dash up the hill, through the wooden cattle-kraal fence and into the candle lit hut.  I am not sure what help I will be.  Many times I think I should have gone to nursing school instead of seminary.  The baby's head is crowning.  Luckily for me, AND the woman in labor, we are not alone.  Gogo, grandmother, Mhlongo takes charge.  She calls for towels and water.  As I hand her a towel, the baby's head emerges, quickly followed by two slippery shoulders.  The baby slides out, a little grey heap.  Is it alive?  There seems to be A LOT of blood.
Th:
Mandla and I wait a long time.  Mandla complains of the cold, but I think he is a little scared sitting in the dark.  He is ready to climb up the hill and sit in the Mhlongo's hut.  He knows it will be warmer than the car.  I try to tell him about babies being born, but he does not listen.  He knows how to unbuckle himself.  He climbs out of his car seat.  I take him by the hand and we climb the hill to the Mhlongo's home.

Ana:
The candle flickers as a cold breeze blows through the single unglazed window of the hut.  I cringe upon seeing the piece of broken bottle Gogo Mhlongo will use to cut the cord.  I murmur a prayer.  Placing our trust in God, Gogo Mhlongo ties a string to the cord and saws with the glass until it servers.  The stillness seems to go on and on and on... Pause

This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger... Luke 2:12

All my childhood and young adult years, the Christmas sign of a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger seemed, at the least, extraordinary to me if not out and out miraculous.  But as I reflect on this winter morning, I realize, there is nothing extra-ordinary about a baby born in mean and rude surroundings.  Babies are born in such settings every day.  The vast majority of the people Tod and I baptize in Africa are born at home, close to the earth, close to their family's most prized possession, the livestock which helps them survive.  What IS miraculous, is when the child survives these humble beginnings.  AND, what IS miraculous, is that God chooses to enter the world in the very same way: as one poor, humble, and vulnerable.  

This Christmas story we tell over and over again, what an amazing story of hope and promise.  Emmanuel!  God is with us, in each child, in each child of God.  How great is God's love for us?

How great IS God's love for us!

This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger...  Pause...

Ana:  
Back at Mfanefile, South Africa, in that dimly lit hut, my worries about birthday presents, parties and Sunday's sermon fade as the stars fade with the coming dawn.  We hold our collective breaths, waiting and hoping for the bundle swaddled in those towels.  

Th:
Shhh!   Don't tell mum, but me and Mandla have come into the hut.  Everything is quiet.  All the grownups are looking at a bundle that Gogo is holding.   The stillness of that silent night seems to go on and on...long pause

Ana:
long pause...  Then, a cry!  Life!  Our baited breaths exhale into smiles.  Tears spring to my eyes.   Laughter and chattering erupt.  I am exhilarated to have witnessed such a miracle.  I am gratified that this wee one has managed, so far, to overcome all the obstacles facing a baby born black and poor in South Africa, or anywhere else in the world, for that matter. 

Th:
Mum has a blanket and they give her the baby.  I see he is a boy.   She wraps him up.  

Ana:
Gogo urges the mother on.  The mother's name is Ncane, which means, “little one.”  Gogo Mhlongo massages Ncane's stomach.  The afterbirth is released.  

Th:
Mum places the baby on Ma Mhlongo's breast.  Mother and child rest.

Ana:
I feel as though I am emerging from a dream.  I take stock of my surroundings.  I recall Thandiwe's birth six years before on this very same day.  I remember the clean hospital, compared to this mud hut with its cow-dung floor.  The hospital's bright lights in contrast to this flickering candle.  The medical team with their shiny equipment and here a few thread-bare towels and a sharp piece of broken bottle.
Th: 
Sometimes my mum gets so involved with her work she does not notice anything else.  But now, I can tell she is noticing things.  She looks at me and Mandla.  She smiles but has this faraway look as though she is thinking of something else.  I am feeling very happy.  Today is MY birthday, but now it is also this little boy's birthday!  

Ana:
We leave mother and child resting peacefully.  We step outside into the rosy light of dawn.  We share a prayer of thanksgiving.  And as we pause I reflect on my anxiety of what seems ages ago: Thandiwe's birthday preparations, worries long forgotten in the presence of this most amazing of presents, a new life in our midst.

And this will be a sign for you...  Emmanuel!  God with us!  

