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No Room
A Christmas Eve Sermon based on Luke 2:1-20

Rev. John D. Suk


Mary and Joseph wrapped their baby in swaddling clothes & placed him in a manger because there was no room for them in the Inn. No room. 

Why? What combination of unkind clerks or prejudice against strangers conspired together in Bethlehem so that in all the town not one person could be found to take in Mary & Joseph? And Mary in labor, yet too. 

All Joseph gets in response to his pleading & plaintive eyes is someone pointing him to a row of shrubs, beyond the furthest hut, where there is a stable. "Have your baby there," Joseph is told. "No room here. No room." It is hard to believe.


You see, in ancient Israel, hospitality was a sacred obligation, even in normal circumstances ‑‑ never mind the birth emergency Mary & Joseph had on their hands. In fact, all over Israel townspeople normally argued loudly with each other for the honor of taking home strangers parked in the village square. In fact, in all the Bible, there are only three legends about townspeople who failed to offer hospitality. 

First, there was the story of Sodom & Gomorrah. According to this story, the citizens of those towns tried to kill God's messengers and as a result Sodom & Gomorrah were destroyed. 


Second, in a shocking legend from the book of Judges, we are told that the villagers of Gibeah once raped a concubine who had sought hospitality in their village square. As punishment 400,000 Israelite soldiers destroyed most of Benjamin for this breach of hospitality. 


And the third time we read of a town's failure in hospitality is in today's text, where Mother Mary & Father Joseph wrapped their baby in swaddling clothes & placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the Bethlehem Inn. No room. 


The greeting Jesus received in Bethlehem, that day, becomes even sadder when you realize that it foreshadowed the course the rest his life would take. 

Later on, Jesus himself described it this way: "Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of man has no place to lay his head." Or again, Jesus also said: "No prophet is accepted in his own hometown." No Room. The apostle John wrote of Jesus' birth and life, "He came to that which was not his own did not receive him.” No room. 

From Bethlehem to Galilee to Jerusalem. No room.


So, according to the story, Mary & Joseph wrapped their baby in swaddling clothes & placed him in a manger instead. So, what now?

Well, if the good citizens of Bethlehem would not receive the new born babe God would draw others to Bethlehem to the welcoming. 

Thus, according to the legend, shepherds were watching their sheep in a field. They made for an unlikely welcoming committee. 

You see, in ancient Israel, shepherds were despised and afflicted. When they sold sheep in town, people abused them for being unclean, uncouth, & unsynogogued. 
 
Shepherds would have been hungry on account of poverty, & lonely because the wife & kids were far away. Their job was one of waiting . . . waiting for the night to pass, waiting for rainy season, when they could go home, waiting for kindness because they were the last and the least.

So, one night, while they fitfully dozed round their fire, the writer of Luke tells us that God roused the shepherds wide awake. Then, a blizzard of white creatures came into focus, beating wings and wheeling and dipping like a flock of birds—full of laughter and song! And when the angels had sung their peace, the shepherds realized that their long wait was over so they ran to the manger as fast as their feet would take them, to make the child welcome. 


When Mary and Joseph came to Bethlehem, the word they heard was, "No room, no room, not in all of Bethlehem." All Joseph managed from those people, in response to pleading and plaintive eyes was someone pointing him to a row of shrubs, beyond the furthest little hut, where there is a stable. "Have your baby there," they say. "No room here. No room." 
 
But the shepherds made room. Pagan wise men, astrologers who didn't even believe in God, goyim, gentiles ‑‑ they had room. A motley assortment of fishermen, tax collectors, and zealots known altogether as his disciples. Lepers, foreign soldiers, the demon possessed. A Samaritan prostitute met at a well—they all had room.

So now I ask you, where will we throw your lot, today? With cozy Bethlehem or with the outcast shepherds? Do we have room? 
 
Well listen. If you feel like God could never love you again on account of some secret wrong. If you feel despised and rejected by everyone else. If you are not very important in the scheme of things at work. If you are tired of saying one holy thing but doing another unholy one. 

If you are waiting, waiting for acceptance, waiting for some sign that God loves you, waiting for a welcome wagon of people who care, then wait no longer. For here, in Jesus’ church, we make room. 
