December 26, 2021

Luke 2:1-20

In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.

In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,
‘Glory to God in the highest heaven,
   and on earth peace among those whom he favours!’

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.’ So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.
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Christ born in community

Dec 26, 2021
My hope for this post-Christmas sermon is that we come to understand that Jesus was born into community.  Our birth as humans and as Christians happens among a people.  Our Christian journey is not an isolated one.  Yes, we have aspects of our growth that are forged on their own, but most of life is aided by community.
   It is true for the child we have come to call the Christ and true for us.  
The traditional events of the Christmas story are well known to all Christians.  The birth of Jesus includes [magi] bearing gifts, shepherds in the fields in mid-winter, a baby born in a stable and “no room in the inn.”  It widely thought the holy family is alone in a cave or stable, but is this true to the times of 1st century Palestine and the text?  

Archelogy and sociology and textual criticism offer a very plausible scene for the birth of the Messiah which differs from some of the legends we have adopted.  These differences have implications for how we view our journey of faith and shape our 21st century faith communities.
Part 1:  Family and 1st Century Palestine
Mary and Joseph did not stay in a cave or detached stable.  Joseph was returning to the village of his origin.  In the Middle East, historical memories are long, and the extended family, with its connection to its village of origin, is important.  In such a world a man like Joseph would have appeared in Bethlehem, and told people, “I am Joseph, son of Heli, son of Matthar, the son of Levi” and most homes in town would be open to him. 

Particularly since Joseph was a “royal”; that is, he was from the family of David.  Joseph returning to Bethlehem would be like certain Regiers returning to the Tiefengrund area or a Koop heading back to Pleasant Point.  Being of that famous family, Joseph would have been welcome anywhere in town.
Particularly since Mary was seriously pregnant.  In every culture a woman about to give birth is given special attention.  Simple rural communities the world over always assist one of their own women in childbirth regardless of the circumstances.  Are we to imagine that Bethlehem was an exception?  Was there no sense of honour in Bethlehem?  Surely the community would have sensed its responsibility to help Joseph find adequate shelter for Mary and provide the care she needed.  To turn away a descendent of David in the “City of David” would be an unspeakable shame on the entire village.
They would surely have stayed in a home particularly since Mary had relatives in a nearby village.  A few months prior to the birth of Jesus, Mary had visited her cousin Elizabeth “in the hill country of Judea” and was welcomed by her.  Bethlehem was located in the center of Judea.  By the time, therefore, that Mary and Joseph arrived in Bethlehem they were by a short distance from the home of Elizabeth and Zechariah.  If Joseph had failed to find shelter in Bethlehem he would naturally have turned to Zechariah and Elizabeth.  Bud did he have time for those few extra miles?
Joseph had time to make adequate arrangements.  Luke 2:4 says that Joseph and Mary “went up from Galilee to Judea” and verse 6 states “while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered”.  The average Christian thinks that Jesus was born the same night the holy family arrived—hence Joseph’s haste and willingness to accept any shelter, even the shelter of a stable.  Classic Christmas pageants reinforce this idea year after year.
Mary, Joseph and the baby had a descent place to stay by 1st century standards.  Undoubtedly there were midwives and neighbours and extended family all around them.  And I suggest this on account of archeological and linguistic research.
Part II:   Archeology and Linguistics

Archeology of 1st century Palestinian homes undergird this notion that Christ was born amongst others.  We start with the manger.
For the Western mind the word manger evokes the words stables or barn.  But in traditional Middle Eastern villages this is not the case.  Sure, the wealthy might have detached granaries or storage units (see Luke 12:13-21), but simple village homes in Palestine often had but two rooms.  The main room was a family room where the entire family cooked, ate, slept and lived.  The second was exclusively for guests; and it might have been on the roof, as in the story of Elijah (1 Kings 17:19), or possibly a room built along side the main space.  At the far end of the main room was a section a few feet lower than the big area or separated by heavy timbers; that area was for the animals.  This arrangement of sleeping near the animals should not surprise students of history.  Through the centuries home construction in agrarian communities have often found ways of bringing the animals into the house at night.  The Mennonite villages in Russia were no different.  Why bring the beasts inside?

The animals produce heat which makes the humans more comfortable; almost like a portable space heater.  The animals produce a ready source of heating fuel.  Finally, it is much more difficult for wolves, coyotes, and rogue characters to make a steal.  The mangers, then, were often cisterns in the transition space between family room and stable.  To feed the animals was nothing more than going across the living room and dropping some hay or roughage down the hole.  When Mary lays baby Jesus in a manger it is a matter of her placing the child on a comfy bed of straw in a space within the house not far from where she will be sleeping.
For more than a hundred years scholars resident in the Middle East have understood Luke 2:7 as referring to a family room with mangers cut into the floor at one end.  If this is the case, Mary and Joseph were sleeping on the people side of the main room—given the hospitality of the region.  If this interpretation is pursued, there remains the question of the identity of the “inn which had no room”.  What precisely was it that was full?
If Joseph and Mary were taken into a private home and at birth Jesus was placed in a manger in that home, how is the word inn in Luke 2:7 to be understood.  The text often reads in English that there was no room in the inn, so it seems the royal family is relegated to a barn or cave.  This makes it sound as if they were rejected by the people Bethlehem—“no vacancy” signs blinking everywhere.  But the Greek word does not refer to “a room in an inn” but a rather to “space” (topos) as in there is no space on my desk for my Christmas orange.  There was simply no space in the guest place.  It is important to keep this correction in mind as we turn to the word we have told was an “inn”.
Within Greek we have a word for a commercial inn which is pandocheion.  For example, when the Good Samaritan picks up the battered traveler, she takes them to a pandocheion--  literally translated as “pan” (all) and “docheion” (receive); the place where all are received.
In Luke 2:7 we have a katalyma, which literally translated is “a place to stay”.  Luke uses this word elsewhere in the gospels.  The upper room (the guest room, the place to stay) is the term Jesus requests for the last supper.  I find it somewhat poetic that Jesus begins his life in a make shift guest space with a community and offers his final blessings to a community in a guest space.
So, there was no space in the guest room so they stayed in the family room.  Jesus was birthed in the family room.  If tradition serves as a guiding light of consideration, Mary was surrounded by mid-wives, elders, and caring neighbours.  The men were likely sequestered to a separate space, maybe even the guest room.
Kenneth Bailey speculates the reason the shepherds were even willing to come and greet the Christ child is that he was born amongst folk who would not look down upon their trade.

Part 3:  Birthing Christ in Community
The upshot is that Jesus was born in a home which had some configuration of family and family guests living in it.  Joseph had men with which to visit during the birthing process and Mary had womanly of home residents and guests, and animals to companion at the far end of the room to companion with her through the birth.  We make our journeys on our own, but we are not alone.  Christ is born connected to Mary and women are there at his death; yet he was often alone prayer.  Spiritual journeys are often in this space between an individual quest and community support.

A generation ago, or so, Stuart Murry introduced many Mennonites to the concept of belief, belonging and behavior.
  People come to be part of our faith communities in a variety of ways.  Some come to meet Christ out of a sense of belonging with a people.  Some come to meet Christ because of a belief structure.  Some come to meet Christ through the actions and service of a community.  All are valid and each ideally support each other.  Each avenue of entry permits others to join in.  Christ is born in community, so let us be mindful of the various ways a community can create space to meet the Christ child.

Let us continue to meet.  For some, many, seeing people and singing and socializing is the reason for church.  I agree with Stuart Murray that this is one way to come to meet the risen Christ.  The songs we sing and the scriptures we read have a grounding and magnetic effect over time.  Let us just hang in there and continue to meet.

Let us continue with service in its varied forms.  Service is one way in which people meet the Christ.  Be it in ushering, in worship leading, in ringing bells for Salvation Army, in serving at Friendship Inn / Ronald MacDonald House / and other houses—service is how some come to meet Christ.  Mid wives were there for Mary.  The guys were there for Joseph.   The shepherds brought presence.  Wise guys brought gifts.  Serving together is good because we can process the hard and glorious things which all contribute to a deeper growth on our spiritual journey.
Let us continue to encourage one another in the following after of Jesus the Christ.  This is the belief, the trust, in which I place my living.  Love kindness; do justly, walk humbly with our God.   Love the Lord my God with all that is within me, myself, and my neighbour.  The path may sometimes be on ones own but mostly in community.  I think of those two walking to Emmaus:  we receive the fellow walker; we learn something; we come to recognize the Christ in the breaking of bread and the sharing of lives.  I trust God.  I trust Jesus.  I trust the people of this church.   We give birth to Christ on our own and amongst a community.  May it be so for us all.  Amen.
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