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Luke 2:1-7 

This is a good time of year for the tourist trade around here.  I know that at the service at our sister 

church in Newtonmore there will be one or two bus-loads of tourists pouring into the church as part 

of their package holiday.  Who has come from furthest to be here tonight?  I know that the Bed and 

Breakfasts have people getting away from home for Christmas, and getting up here for the winter 

walking and the snow sports.  The time of that census must have been good for the tourist trade in 

first century Bethlehem as well.  In fact we know that it was, because there was no room at the inn. 

No room at the inn.  It has become a poignant and many-layered phrase. No room for God's Son to 

have a place to be born in privacy and comfort.   No room for outsiders in a tightly-knit community.  

No room for the poor, who could not pay inflated prices.   No room for one more human life in the 

crowded affairs of the world.  It can begin to sound a little familiar 

There was no room.  And from that one phrase we have developed all sorts of narratives about 

grumpy inn-keepers, or kind inn-keepers; about Joseph going from inn to inn, or house to house 

seeking shelter.  Whole children's plays have been based on the character of "The Innkeeper" - who 

never appears in the Biblical narrative at all.  I hope that thought hasn't ruined your idea of the 

Christmas story for ever.   

There was no room at the inn.  There were lots of people in town, there were very likely quite a few 

who were turned away, and who perhaps had settled down to camp out for the night, maybe making 

a virtue out of necessity and turning the event into an impromptu street party-cum-sleepover.  But if 

you are going to give birth that sort of atmosphere would be no use, and so Mary and Joseph were 

accommodated in a stable: and we aren't even told whose stable it was in which Christ was born.  It 

may have been an inn's stable, but is just as likely to have been the stable of a house in the town.  

Most houses in those days were built with a similar layout to those in a Highland township, with the 

people living at one end and the animals under the same roof, at the other end.  

For the inhabitants of Bethlehem the census was good news, if you were in the hospitality industry - 

or if you were prepared to turn your home into a make-shift B&B for the event.  But if your home 

was already full of family, and you had young children needing to get to sleep, who couldn't for the 

noise outside, or if your animals were disturbed by the strangers milling around, then the census 

was a nuisance.  But people just had to make the best of it. 

All of us have times when things happen in our lives which are not of our choosing, but which we 

cannot change, and we know what it is to just have to get on with things.  There are times in the life 

of a community when this is true as well.  It is perhaps then when the nature of the community - 

how truly well-knit it is - shows up best.  Today, the Laggan shop closed down for good - or for ill.  

If you are local to the village, you know that you will probably miss it, and, if you think about it, 

you may well be able to think of people who will miss it more than you.  There are those in this 

parish who depended on that shop: not many - not enough to make it viable - but still there are 

some. 

The closing of the shop is a seminal event in the village life.  You can't change it, but, as with any 

event, there is more than one way to cope with it.  There is the coping by handing out blame.  The 



people of Bethlehem might, maybe some did, use the census as an excuse to grumble about the 

government from Rome which was upsetting their lives.   People in Laggan may feel like handing 

out blame to the owner of the shop, to the other people who certainly didn't use the shop as much as 

you did.  Coping by handing out blame is the line of least resistance and gives you the buzz of 

having placed yourself on the moral high ground. 

Then there is coping by expressing sympathy.  There may have been some in Bethlehem who 

looked through their windows at crowds of poorer people who had to be in town, but had no place 

to stay, and said "Poor things, isn't it awful?"  There may well be people in Laggan who feel 

sympathy for the shop's owner, for those who will most miss the service that the shop provided.  

Expressing sympathy shows that you are aware of others and that you care. 

But handing out blame or expressing sympathy, doesn't actually change anything.  It still leaves 

people camping on the street; it still leaves some of your neighbours needing to get their shopping 

in.  Someone in Bethlehem that first Christmas night decided that he or she could make a bad 

situation a little better for the poor young woman who would be having her baby on the street, by 

offering room in the stable end of his or her property.  This community, which is facing a bad 

situation, could allow it to become an opportunity for neighbourliness to grow, if those of us who 

live near to the people who need the shop most use it as an opportunity to offer lifts, to offer to do 

shopping, to make sure that our neighbours have all they need.  Many people see a village shop as 

being part of the beating heart of a village, but depending on how we react to its loss, the heart of 

the village may beat more strongly still if neighbourly ties are strengthened by imaginative and 

practical care.  

The Christmas message is the message that God loves us, loves us enough to send his Son, not just 

to be with us, but to be one of us.  He became one of us, not in ideal surroundings, but in the chaos 

and unpredictability of life as it is lived.  He came and took the pain and confusion of life and made 

it something better, something beautiful, something worthwhile, not just for himself, but for those 

who came into contact with him.  The Christmas message begins in a stable - a borrowed stable, 

lent by an unknown practical philanthropist.  But it doesn't end in the stable, it ends in the garden of 

resurrection, on the mount of ascension, in the giving of God's Spirit to his people, in the way that 

still people in the world seek to follow and live by Christ's teaching and example of care for others, 

and love for even the enemy.   

The Christmas message is that Jesus put himself in our place, walked through the world in our 

shoes, did all that was needed to really understand what it is to be one of us.  Only one who know 

what our lives are like is able to give us useful, necessary help to live them. The best way that we 

can respond to this Christmas message is surely to live with understanding of our neighbours, to 

seek to imagine life in their shoes and respond appropriately with proper and acceptable help.  It is 

to take the unexpected and unalterable events which life brings us and try to turn them around so 

that we find a way to use them to bring good to others, always looking to God for help; always 

seeking to give him the glory in the way we live with others in the world. 
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