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 Every Christmas, for probably most of our lives, you and I have heard the 

Christmas story read, some of which we just heard in the gospel lesson.  “In those 

days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be 

enrolled.”  We hear who was the governor of Syria, we hear that Joseph went from 

Nazareth to Bethlehem, because that was the ancestral home of the house of David.  

We know he took Mary with him, and she was pregnant, and when they got there, 

having found no room in which to stay, she gave birth to a son and laid him in a 

manger.   

 You and I could tell that story by heart.  We know all the details.  But you 

know what?  We know it so well that it can become almost rote, almost sanitary.  

It’s like looking at the still figures in a nativity scene.  It’s almost too pretty, too 

unreal. 

 There is a group of us who have been gathering together during the Sundays 

of Advent after the eleven o’clock service for the Advent Lunch and Learn study.  

We’re using a DVD study written by and featuring a young preacher by the name of 

Kyle Idleman.  He is the pastor of a church in Kentucky, I think, and he has put 

together several video studies which are really compelling.  We used his Lenten 

study this past year, and it was incredibly powerful. 

 His Advent study is powerful as well, and I’ll tell you why.  It kind of puts 

flesh on the story – it takes the Christmas story from being sterile and too pretty, 

and makes it real.  Now, admittedly, he does take a lot of poetic license, but the 

bottom line is that suddenly those who are watching it think about the Christmas 

story in a more real, perhaps more personal way. 

 Instead of imagining what happened when Mary told Joseph she was 

pregnant, we saw it in the DVD, and the tremendous pain and struggle they both 

went through.  Instead of picturing in our minds what it was like when, at the end 

of that incredibly long journey, Joseph could find no room for them to stay in, we 

saw in the DVD, his frantic search and desperate pleading for help.  And instead of 

hearing the plain words, “she gave birth to her first-born son and laid him in a 

manger,” we saw in the DVD what that really might have looked like – a dirty, 

stinky, damp and dark place where animals lived.  This study has made everything 

more real, more personal. 



 The great preacher and author of the Biblical paraphrase The Message which 

I know many of you use, Eugene Peterson tells the story of how he came to 

understand Christmas in a more personal way himself.  He said his parents were 

very devout people, and their family was a faith-filled household.  Like every other 

family they knew, they celebrated Christmas with a flourish, including setting up, 

every year, a beautiful Christmas tree right in front of the picture window in the 

front of their house. 

 As a matter of fact, he said, there was almost an unspoken contest between 

families of who had the best Christmas tree.  Peterson says you could walk up and 

down their street and everyone had a Christmas tree, brightly lit and decorated in 

their front window. 

 Well, one year, Peterson’s mother had a sort-of revelation.  She was reading 

in her Bible, in the tenth chapter of the book of Jeremiah, when she came upon 

these words, “Thus says the Lord:  ‘Learn not the way of the nations, nor be 

dismayed at the signs of the heavens because the nations are dismayed at them, for 

the customs of the people are false.  A tree from the forest is cut down, and worked 

with an ax by the hands of a craftsman.  Men deck it with silver and gold; they 

fasten it with hammer and nails so that it cannot move.” 

 Well, there was no doubt in her mind that this was a sign from God that they 

should not put up a Christmas tree.  And so they didn’t.  Eugene, who was eight at 

the time, was really upset by this – no more than upset. 

 Listen to what he writes about it:  “I was embarrassed – humiliated was more 

like it – humiliated as only eight-year-olds can be humiliated.  Abased.  Mortified.  I 

was terrified of what my friends in the neighborhood would think.  They would 

think we were too poor to have a tree.  They would think I was being punished for 

some unspeakable sin and so deprived of a tree.  They would think we didn’t care 

about each other and didn’t have any fun in our house.  They would feel sorry for us.  

They would feel superior to us.” 

 When his friends asked him about it, he would lie, and say things like his 

father had been too busy and they’d get to it later, or his sister had some contagious 

disease.  Well, they survived it all, and life went on, and he says that, the next year, 

they got a tree, and his mother seemed to have forgotten all about her concerns of 

the previous year. 

 But you know what Eugene Peterson said?  He said he never wants to forget 

that Christmas because, “The feelings I had that Christmas when I was eight years 

old may have been the most authentically Christmas feelings I have ever had, or 

will have:  the experience of humiliation, of being misunderstood, of being an 

outsider.”  He got to taste a little bit of what Mary and Joseph went through, and he 

said it forever changed the way he heard the Christmas story.  (Stories for the 

Christian Year, “Christmas,” Eugene Peterson, p. 10) 



 Friends, I hope you and I can get past the pretty, sanitary words of scripture 

to understand as well what Mary and Joseph went through – what it felt like for 

them to be outsiders, what it felt like to have no place. 

 It no doubt started far before that night in a stable.  It probably started when 

word got out that she was pregnant.  The whispering started, the giggling, the 

“walking on the other side of the street to get away from them” started.  It is 

probably safe to assume that, in so many ways, there was no place for them in the 

polite society of that day. 

 For nine months, they endured that, and then they made that tough journey 

to Bethlehem, and there realized they were outsiders as well – there was no place 

for them to stay.  Why?  Who knows?  We can speculate that because of the 

difficulty of the journey for her in her ninth month of pregnancy, it may have taken 

longer for them than others, so all of the available space was taken before they 

arrived – but the bottom line is, that when they needed help the most, when they 

were at their most vulnerable, doors were shut on them, and they were on the 

outside looking in. 

 It’s a story for the ages, my friends, because in fact, we’re still, in this day 

and age, trying to decide who’s out and who’s in.  We still, in this day and age, 

whisper about people, and judge people, and walk on the other side of the street to 

stay away from people.  It’s even in the news as we struggle to figure out who comes 

in and out of our country – who do we make room for, and who do we leave outside? 

 It’s never easy, yet I think the Christmas story compels us as followers of the 

baby born in Bethlehem, to make a place for all people – make room for all people, 

especially those who are vulnerable. 

 I’m reminded of a story I once heard about a Christmas play a church was 

having, and the little boy who was cast as the innkeeper in that play.  He was just a 

little tyke and he was really, really nervous.  On the night of the play, at the 

appointed time, Joseph came up to the door of the inn and knocked.  The little boy, 

the innkeeper opened the door, and Joseph asked, “Do you have a room?”  The little 

boy said “No, there’s no room in the inn,” and closed the door.  Joseph knocked 

again, and this time, when the little boy answered, he pleaded with him, “Please, 

please, my wife is going to have a baby, please do you have a place for us.”  With a 

little less certainty this time, the little boy said, “No, there’s no room in the inn,” 

and closed the door – and then, a split second later, he opened it up again, and 

going entirely off-script said, “Oh, never mind.  Come on in – you can have my 

room!” 

 That little boy got it.  He let his heart overrule his head, he let love take the 

lead, and he made a place for Mary and Joseph.  Oh, that we would inherit a portion 

of his faith! 

 But let me say this:  in order for us to do that, in order for us to make room 

for others in our hearts, in our homes, in our world, first, we have to make room in 



our hearts for Jesus himself.  Each of us has to do that.  Each of us has to invite 

Jesus in, give him a place in our hearts and our lives. 

 Someone once asked a child why she went to church, and you know what she 

said?  She said, “I don’t know, I think it runs in our family!” 

 Funny, but not a good answer.  It’s not good enough that it just runs in your 

family, it has to run in you.  You have to know Jesus personally, and invite him into 

your heart and your life. 

 The poet Ann Weems put it so beautifully:  “In each heart lies a Bethlehem, 

an inn where we must ultimately answer whether there is room or not.”  (Ann 

Weems, Kneeling in Bethlehem, p. 19) 

 Have you given Jesus a place in your heart? 

 So many haven’t.  Some haven’t because well, it’s inconvenient.  They might 

have to wrestle with things they say or do.  They might have to sacrifice time or 

money.  They might have to give up things to which they’ve grown accustomed.  It’s 

just too inconvenient, so Jesus stays in the nice, quaint, sanitary Christmas story, 

and out of their hearts. 

 And some can’t give Jesus a place in their heart because they’re afraid.  They 

don’t know what Jesus would ask of them.  They don’t know what it would mean to 

surrender their lives to Him, so they leave Him on the outside looking in. 

 And still others don’t give Jesus a place because they’re burdened with guilt 

of some sort – they don’t feel worthy to ask Him in.  They feel like they can never be 

forgiven and so, sadly, Jesus stays on the outside once again. 

 Oh, how I wish all of those people who have not asked Jesus into their lives 

could hear again or for the very first time a story that the philosopher Soren 

Kierkegaard shared.  The story of a man trapped on the edge of a cliff with a raging 

fire burning toward him.  It would only be a minute or two before the fire consumed 

him when he heard a voice from down below the cliff, amidst the darkness calling, 

“Jump!” 

 The man answers back, “But I can’t see you!  There’s only darkness down 

there!” 

 The voice from the deep shouts back, “Jump anyway, I can see you!” 

 Oh friends, what I want those who haven’t given Jesus a place in their hearts 

to know, is that voice is the voice of Jesus – “Jump anyway, I can see you!  Jump 

anyway, I know you!  Jump anyway, I love you!  Jump anyway, I know who you are 

and how you love and what you’ve done, and I love you!  Give me a place in your 

heart and I will change your life and make you whole!  Jump anyway!” 

 As we move ever closer to Christmas, my dear friends, I remind each and 

every one of you of Jesus’ words, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock.”  He stands 



at the door of each one of our hearts and waits to be asked in.  If you haven’t 

answered yes yet, remember the words of the angels to Mary and Joseph, and know 

that they are for you as well – “Do not be afraid.” 

 Give Jesus a place in your heart – it’s the best gift you can give Him, and 

more than that, the best gift you will ever receive. 

 The hymn we’re about to sing – every stanza ends with these words – “O 

come to my heart Lord Jesus, there is room in my heart for thee” – today, make 

them your own – give Jesus a place in your heart this day.  May it be so. 

       Amen. 

  


