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Picking up where we left off 14 hours ago… 

...I have a Christmas pageant story. 
 
The annual children's Christmas pageant went well enough. 

Mary and Joseph came to Bethlehem, on cue.  
 
There they were met by the nine-year-old innkeeper  

who dutifully informed them that— 
--though he would love to help them out if he could— 

--there was, again this year, "no room in the inn."  
Sorry.  
No vacancy, like the sign says out front. 

 
But then he looked again at Mary and Joseph,  

who really did look tired from their journey,  
and THIS TIME…the pint-sized innkeeper blurted out: 

"But there's a great hotel with cable 
 just around the corner from the church!" 

 
That sent the pageant veering off-track. 

That's NOT the way the story of Mary, Joseph,  
and the innkeeper is supposed to go.  

 …Or is it? 
You know how the story goes.  

Mary and Joseph come to Bethlehem for the government's enrollment  
and there--because with everyone from out-of-town— 

--there is NO room at the inn,  
so Mary is forced to give birth to Jesus  

in a cow stall because  
"there was no place for them in the inn." 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
But Middle-Eastern scholar Kenneth Bailey points out  
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that what our Bibles translate as "inn" is— 
--in the Greek—kataluma— 

--which means literally "guest room"— 
--NOT hotel or inn.  

 
LATER--in Jesus' story of the good Samaritan,  

the wounded man is taken to a pandokheion— 
which DOES mean inn— 

--but HERE, Luke says that there was no room  
for Mary and Joseph in the kataluma— 

--no more room in the family "guest room"  
so they had to be placed elsewhere in the home.  

 
The actual wording does NOT really say  

"there was no room in the inn"  
but rather "there was no appropriate place in the guest room."  

 
In the typical Mid-Eastern home there is a designated room  

for overnight visitors.  
It would be unthinkable,  

according to the dictates of Middle-Eastern hospitality,  
for out-of-town relatives to be sent to an inn  

by their own family.  
Mary and Joseph were among relatives.  
They were back in Bethlehem because Joseph was  

"of the house and lineage of David."  
The problem was, there were undoubtedly many relatives back 

 for the government's enrollment.  
 

By the time Mary and Joseph arrived, the guest room— 
--the kataluma—was filled— 

--and so they had to be placed  
in the next best place in the family home,  

which Bailey says would have been the outer room  
where the family's animals were brought in  

for safe-keeping during the night.  
 

Especially in cold weather,  
the family livestock was brought in to this outer room  

where they stayed the night-- 
--then they were led away at morning,  

the room was swept,  
and used for other family activity.  

 
That's where the manger was--the feed trough for the animals— 

--in this OUTER ROOM. 
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* * * * * * * * * * * * 

 
 
Some of you who are home for Christmas slept last night— 
   0R, you can remember the days where you slept— 

on the sofa in the living room,  
or curled in a sleeping bag elsewhere,  

because there is no "appropriate place" for you in the guest room.  
 
Uncle Oscar from Nacogdoches commandeered that room before you. 

Well, that's probably the case for Mary, Joseph…and Jesus.  
Rather than send you to a random Airbnb— 

--because the family loves you so much  
and is so delighted to have everyone home for Christmas— 

--they are giving you the honor  
of sleeping on the floor in the play room.   

 
All of this puts the story of that first Christmas a bit differently.  
 

Jesus was NOT born in the stable of some cold, impersonal hotel— 
--but rather born in the front room of a home  

where aunts, uncles,  
and other random relatives  

doted on the new baby.  
  

For Mary and Joseph,  
these days among family must have been a peculiar treasure.  
Soon enough, there would be dark, difficult days… 

But for now, they were home, among family.  
 
When God Incarnate—Jesus himself— 

--was most frail and vulnerable, a baby— 
--he was cared for in the context of a home,  

safe amid the mundane blessings of family. 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
Some of you have made incredible effort to be home for Christmas.  

You have flown through hopelessly crowded airports. 
Some have even endured an perilous last detour to a shopping mall. 
 

BUT--LAST NIGHT, even that fold-out sofa bed-- 
--the one with the bar running right through  

the middle of the two-inch foam "mattress"-- 
--felt good…because you were home.  
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…Home for Christmas.  
Homelessness stays on the periphery most days—UNLESS 
    something makes us come face-to-face with it. 

Those folks who spent this Christmas, not at home,  
but in a shelter—they could tell us a thing or two  

about “home.” 
 
I’m using “home” and homelessness”  

as a metaphor this morning with these texts. 
But as we do,  

  can we pause for a moment…and deal with the reality  
        that is NOT a metaphor. 
 
Homelessness is a national disgrace. 
It’s a faltering of the Christian community to fully rise to the challenge. 
 
Thank God for Community First—and other mission partners— 
    who join all the places in just the Austin area 
  who provided safety, protection, and a bit of solace last night.  
 
As good as these efforts are—we could DOUBLE them— 
    --and still many of our neighbors would face 
      each sunrise living in a particular kind of 

       21st century EXILE. 
 
We need to continue to create places that allow 
    for stable, accountable, safe places 
     for folks who are without a home— 
 
 --that they can address the substance abuse issues, 
     the loss of social connection, 
     the loss of employment—  
  --whatever has led them to this situation… 
 
This does NOT happen in a vacuum. 
We cannot do it for them, but they need churches, especially, 
         like Westlake Hills,  
 to continue to step up and step out to SERVE this need… 
 
You know, MOST of the Bible was written by and for people  

getting ready to be homeless,  
in exile,  
or on a journey,  
or coming home after exile.  

 
Most of the Scripture we read during the preparatory Sundays of Advent  
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are prophets talking about home, homelessness,  
exile, homecoming.  

 
Beginning with the story of Adam and Eve— 

--we are reminded that the human condition  
is one of EXILE. 

 
According to the Bible— 

--we have alienated ourselves from the source  
of all happiness and sincerity. 

 
In Jesus, the overwhelming purpose of our loving God is made clear: 

We have been cast out,  
but God seeks us in our exile,  

pursues us,  
calls us,  
suffers pain for us  

and, at last—FINDS US, 
and, rejoicing--brings us HOME. 
 

You see, Christmas is about much more than a baby in a stable. 
      It is about being FOUND in that place.  

It is about being found by God.  
God has chosen to be with us,  

wherever we are,  
whatever we have done— 

--and in God's good time we will be fully restored  
to our lost home.  

We will climb back into the lap of the One who loves us,  
and be held…and embraced…and fed. 
 

This promise speaks directly to the child within us.  
We don’t need psychologists to tell us that  

what children FEAR MOST is abandonment— 
--because abandonment is what we adults  

continue to fear most of all.  
There is no dread so terrible as the fear  

that everyone we know, love or depend on  
will go away and leave us all alone.  

 
THIS….is EXILE—painful EXILE— 

--BUT God has a profound answer to it. 
 
…The image of exile from Eden. 
 
…Abraham and Sarah's call to go out from their people  
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and pursue in faith the promise that they will become a nation. 
 
…Israel's bondage in Egypt and the Exodus  

through the desert to the promised land. 
 
…The children of Israel weeping by the waters of Babylon,  

the dry bones called to life  
and the desert blooming;  

 
…The promise of a new heaven and a new earth,  

where all tears will be wiped away… 
 
God understands, beyond all knowing—that we yearn….to be HOME. 

We long to belong.  
 
Christian Mogenstern puts it,  

"Home is NOT where you live—OR where you come from— 
-- but where they understand you."  

Robert Frost once said: 
"Home is the place where, when you go there— 

--they have to take you in." 
 

But more than even all that— 
      --Christmas, as Luke tells it,  

is NOT just about Mary and Joseph coming home,  
safe in the kataluma of the family.  

--It's NOT even about your homecoming for Christmas.  
 
It's about God—Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer,  

Prince of Peace, Savior--coming home.  
 
We couldn't get to God--so God got to us— 

--coming among us in this mundane,  
ordinary family story we cherish as the nativity.  

 
What we call "incarnation"--  

--is somebody sleeping on the foldout sofa downstairs  
in the playroom.  

That somebody is little "God with us."  
Our God came out of the cold to dwell among us.  

That's the JOY of it.  
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
There are NOT many religions I know which could tolerate  

this much domesticating of the divine.  
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Most faiths are scandalized by our faith in a God  

who takes on our flesh and is born among us,  
one of us---as a baby, no less.  

 
When we sing, "I'll be home for Christmas,"-- we mean US.  

When Luke hears the tune, he hears Messiah, Emmanuel,  
God-with-us proclaim: 

"I'll be at your home for Christmas." 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
Why are many of you here this morning?  

I think I can tell you.  
 
Moving right into the middle of your family  

with its problems,  
its secrets,  
its brokenness,  
its silliness, 
its love and laughter,  

and the little joys of your home--here comes God. 
 
… I know that's why there is JOY— 
 --because this God stops at NOTHING...to be AT HOME—with us! 
 
It’s WHY the last--almost the last chapter--of the last book of the Bible,  

ends in a great gush of JOY: 
  

"See, the home of God is among mortals. 
God will dwell with them as their God; 
they will be God’s people, 

and Godself will be with them..." 
 

…And it shall be GLORIOUS! 
Full of JOY, 
Abounding in HOPE— 
  --the Spirit of the true Christmas-- 

--HOME, at last! 
Amen. 


