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In case you were not here last week, I want to start by simply pointing out that our focus, for 

Advent and Christmas this year, is to look at the season through the eyes and experience of those 

who were there that day.  We started last week, with Joseph, exploring the personal battle he 

would have had between his desire to preserve his image and his desire to follow God.  As we 

looked at Joseph, however, I pointed out that there was not much we knew about him from the 

Bible – his caricature is pretty thin in Scripture.  Today, we move to a group of people never 

actually mentioned in the Bible at all.  As I have explored this story through the eyes and 

experience of those who were there, there is nothing that has grabbed my attention, this year, 

more than to consider this notion of the ‘Inn’ at which there was no room, and all that comes 

along with it.  We are going to come back to this again on Christmas Eve as we reflect on the 

person that might have been considered the ‘Innkeeper,’ but, for today, my heart was really 

drawn to the other guests and people at the ‘Inn!’ 

 

Now, it’s important to own, up front, that this notion of an ‘Inn’ is somewhat ambiguous in 

Scripture, and that there are really a lot of things that pop into our 21st century minds that don’t 

necessarily apply.  A 1st century ‘Inn’ had a number of different forms, and few had anything to 

do with the free wi-fi, mint on the pillow, room-service concept that a hotel or ‘Inn’ means to us 

today.  Inns were sometimes public buildings in which guests might stay for the night, others 

were dedicated ‘guest’ rooms in a house, and still others were a shared room in a family’s home 

in which animals and people could spend the night as needed.  All of this is to say that 1st century 

Inns were a far cry from a 21st century Motel 6, much less the Ritz-Carleton – and, you can run 

down a pretty deep scholastic rabbit hole excavating the archaeological and Biblical literature 

that examines the specific intricacies of where Jesus was born.  But, for me, for today, regardless 

of all of those details, I am compelled by the manner in which there were people in that building, 

some of whom had travelled days to Bethlehem to register for this census, who were 15 feet from 

the birth of the Messiah – and they didn’t have a clue! 

 

Imagine that!  People from all around the region would have been making their way to 

Bethlehem for the census, and you have imagine that this small city was abuzz with happenings.  

People were arriving from all around, locals were working hard to provide hospitality to those 
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who had gathered, families who had been apart were reuniting in their ancestral homes – there 

must have been a palpable energy and level of activity that overtook the town.  And here, in this 

building or home of some sort, are people who are engaged in that very energy and activity – 

they are cooking, or eating, or chatting, or tending to the animals, or whatever – they are 

surrounded by the busyness of all that is going on and, all the while, they remain blissfully 

unaware of the world-changing birth that is happening just feet from where they sit.  Does that 

sound at all familiar?  

 

Now, before I get too far into this sermon, I need to own, up front, that Sharon and I love every 

bit of the hoopla that comes with the Christmas season.  If you picture those red and green plastic 

bins used for storing decorations, we have roughly the equivalent of 50 of those in Christmas 

stuff.  We have three Christmas trees up right now (one outside, one in the front room with our 

Disney ornaments and soon our Disney train running around the base, and our live tree in the 

back sitting room with the rest of our ornaments, ready to receive presents).  We have at least 9 

different nativity scenes, over 100 snowmen of various sorts, lights stringing the roofline of the 

house, snowman dishes that we use for the season, the list goes on and on and on.  It takes two to 

three days to get everything up and done at our house.  And, then there’s baking cookies, 

watching Christmas movies, listening to Christmas songs as we drive in the car, and everything 

else that goes along with the season.  And, yes, we enjoy every minute of it. 

 

So, all of that is to say that I am, in no way, suggesting that the ‘trappings’ of the season are 

inherently problematic.  There is great joy to be experienced and shared in the many things that 

engage our hearts and minds as we lead up to Christmas, but I think it is equally important that 

we be reminded of how quickly those wonderful joys and blessings of the season can become 

distractions from the season.  When Jesus chastised Martha in our reading, this morning, it was 

not because there was never a time for hospitality or graciousness – it was not because Martha 

worked too hard and Jesus felt she should be more lazy – Jesus chastised Martha because her 

efforts had reached the point that they were distracting her from the true engagement and 

fellowship she needed to embrace in that moment.  And, that is the reminder I think many of us 

need as we head into the craziness of the Christmas season each year. 

 

The overwhelming plentitude of everything is beyond compare throughout the Christmas season.  

The parties, the concerts, the worship services, the presents, the food, the travel, the list is 

endless of that which commands our attention and brings us great joy and pleasure throughout 

this season, and there’s nothing wrong with any of that – until and unless we reach the moment 

in which we are so engaged in the activity of the moment that we become blissfully unaware of 

the world-altering miracle that is behind it all, and ready for our lives right here and right now.  

So, embrace it, enjoy it, make the most of every moment of it.  But, remember to take a look up 

now and then to be reminded of what it’s really all about.  Because, no matter how special and 

beautifully wrapped the presents may be under the tree – they will simply never hold a candle to 

the glory of the gift that started it all, wrapped in nothing but a ratty cloth.   

 

 

 

 


