“‘Christmas Comes to a Hotel’”
Luke 2:1-7

(Based on a Sermon by J. Ellsworth Kalas)

When Wilbur and Orville Wright finally achieved their historic airplane flight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, one mid-December day in 1903, they sent home a telegram reporting their success.  The telegram concluded with the words, “Home for Christmas.”

Does such a commonplace message seem anticlimactic for an announcement of one the most revolutionary inventions in human history?  Not if you’ve ever been in doubt about getting home for Christmas!  Any of us who have ever sat in an airport, a railroad station, or a bus depot during Christmas season, or anyone who has ever been deployed during Christmas, knows well enough that “home Christmas” is as lovely a brief declaration as human language can carry.  Of course we want to be home for Christmas!  Even those persons who seem neglectful of home throughout the year think about it at Christmastime.  And those of us grown older, who no longer can return to a childhood home, still return there in memory at this season.

So it’s ironical that the first Christmas came to a hotel, of all places.  A hotel is where you stay when you can’t be at home.  A hotel serves its purpose very well through the rest of the year, but on Christmas Day or Christmas Eve, even the best hotel seems rather dismal.  The few workers on duty are likely to act as if they’ve been drafted into service – and usually, they have.  Most of the dining rooms are closed.  There’s a peculiar stillness about the building.  Christmas decorations are everywhere, including perhaps a great tree in the lobby, but somehow these decorations seem inappropriately bright, like someone who’s trying too hard to be cheerful.  A hotel just isn’t the place we choose to spend Christmas.

No matter, the first Christmas came to a hotel.  It wouldn’t have qualified for a modern chain, like a Hilton or a Marriott.  As a matter of fact, it would have made even the most meager of our contemporary economy chains seem luxurious.  But it was a hotel.  It was probably a series of thatched rooms built around a central courtyard – looking more like covered porches than like rooms.  Travelers brought their own food – and a pot in which to cook it – their own bedding, and often their firewood.  The hotel in Bethlehem was probably a shabby sort of place, perhaps several hundred years old.  If so, it was like most hotels out in the provinces.  They were usually dirty, uncomfortable, badly kept, and badly managed.  Innkeepers in those days had a generally unsavory reputation, probably because their places were so often used for immoral and criminal purposes.
This is the sort of place to which the young carpenter Joseph and his wife, Mary, came.  They were tired and dusty from the road.  Even though the garments of the Middle East were quite concealing, almost anyone could detect that the girl was soon to deliver a child.  So the couple asked for a room.  Have you ever traveled too long, want to make just a few more miles, and then come to a place without having a reservation?  It’s an unpleasant experience to have a desk clerk shake his head negatively.  And how do you feel when you simply can’t go on to another town?  And how do would you feel if you were great with child, or the man who is responsible for her care?  Imagine how Joseph and Mary felt when the owner says, “Sorry, no room.  We’re all filled up,” perhaps adds, “Been filled up since early this afternoon.”
But I’m glad Christmas came to a hotel.  Hotels, and all they represent as temporary lodging, are part of life.  If Christmas isn’t inclusive enough to come to a hotel, it would seem that some of the most inevitable elements of our human experience are somehow beyond God’s concern and redemption.

But Christmas did come to a hotel.  That means, for one thing, that Christmas comes to the world of business.  I’m glad.  All of us have to spend a certain amount of our time on matters of business, whether in writing checks, signing contracts, settling accounts, or paying bills.  And some of us spend a good share of our lives that way, through the working weeks of all our years.  If Christmas bypassed the hotels of life – the world of cash registers, stock-market reports, computers, and business trips – it would leave us feeling that somehow the basics of daily life didn’t matter to heaven.

Hotels not only represent the world of business, they represent a particularly complex kind of business.  Novelist Arthur Hailey says that hotel employees become used to seeing “an exposed slice of life.”  Most of what happens in a hotel is routine, of course, and not at all glamorous or shocking.  It’s mostly people on vacation, people attending a conference or convention, or people needing a room from which to carry on their business for a few days.  But sometimes hotels provide, shall we say, the anonymity that allows conduct that would otherwise be forbidden.  This is nothing new.  Even in the first century, many hotels were “disorderly houses,” frequented for immoral purposes.

Like it or not, that’s part of the world in which we live.  While the Christ Child was being brought to birth in the stable near the hotel, it’s likely that several soldiers were gambling in some part of the hotel, and two government employees padding their accounts in another, while in still another area, well, you know.

When we think of the first Christmas, we usually think of angels singing for a group of shepherds, or “the cattle lowing” where “the baby awakes”’ but in that Bethlehem hotel it was no doubt “business as usual.”  Through the years of Jesus’ ministry, he never tried to isolate himself from the shoddy, shadowy side of life.  Indeed, some condemned him for associating with what they would call the “less desirable elements of society.”  But Jesus was always trying to redeem human life, always seeking to restore it to its divine origins.  His birth was appropriate to such a pattern, for he was born in the back of a first-century hotel.  Christmas comes to the world of business, even the businesses that are disreputable.
Further, since Christmas comes to a hotel, it comes to the lonely.  A hotel may seem a lively, gregarious place when you’re staying with others, but for many people it’s the loneliest place in the world.  That’s part of the story for the person behind the desk or the sometimes nearly faceless people in the cleaning crew.  The salesperson who spends half his life on the road will tell you that the four walls of a hotel room are the living definition of loneliness.  Every city has some permanent hotel-dwellers.  Often they’re people with no family ties, living in the busy, crowded loneliness of a hotel.
Christmas comes to the lonely and says, “God loves you.”  The news media report at frequent intervals that the world is growing more crowded.  Ironically, it’s also growing more lonely.  So many are learning that you can live in the midst of lights, action, and crowds, and yet be desperately alone.  In a world where loneliness is almost epidemic, Christmas announces, of all things, that it’s a friendly universe, because the Power at the center of the universe is a loving God who sends his Son into the world to embrace its lonely heart.
But let me say something still more important.  When Christmas came to that first-century hotel, it reminded us that Christmas comes even to those who don’t want it; specifically, for those who don’t have room for it.  You remember that this first Christmas story carried a poignant line: “There was no place for them in the inn.”  Christmas comes not only to those who choose to seek it, like Simeon and Anna [later on the 2nd chapter of Luke’s Gospel], but also to those who are indifferent and preoccupied.  It invites them to share its benefits.

The innkeeper didn’t refuse Joseph and Mary out of malice; it was simply a case of no room.  In those days, government officials and soldiers on the march could claim free lodging in the hotels.  It’s quite possible that the innkeeper may have preferred to house Joseph and Mary – especially if the choice were against free guests.  But the inn was full.
I understand the innkeeper.  I’ve leaned that so many of us shut God out of our lives, not necessarily because we’re hostile to him, but simply because we are “filled up” with other things.  Indeed, that’s the tragedy of most of our lives, especially since so much of what fills our lives is trivial.  So often persons who have passed through a crucial illness say that at the edge of death, they got a new understanding of what is worth living for.  Everything seems to conspire to fill our days with life’s transients – and then, when Eternity knocks at the door, seeking a place, we have to report that our rooms are all full.  You and I are often like the innkeeper; We shut Christ out, not because we hate him, but because we’re preoccupied.  In fact, I ponder a quite uneasy thought.  The innkeeper never knew that he had shut out the very Christ; he was simply filled up.  And this is just the way some of us go through life – not knowing that Christ has sought admission.  We get so occupied with other matters that we don’t even recognize the divine inquiry.

And so Christmas comes even to those who aren’t seeking it, who don’t even particularly want it.  It comes to hotels that are filled, to lives that are crowded, to people who are preoccupied.  And always, it comes saying, “I love you.  May I come in?”
One word more.  Because Christmas comes to a hotel, we know that Christmas comes to those who are away from home.  And that’s the peculiar glory of Christmas.  It comes to those who are homeless, which is to say, Christmas comes to all of us, to all in our wandering, homeless human race.  You see, we human being are never quite at home on this earth.  We “lay our heads in a foreign land” each night.  Something in us knows there is another home, an Eden we somehow lost long ago.  I wonder if a great deal of our running may spring from the instinctive sense that we don’t fully belong where we now live?  Many researchers say that the various addictions of our society represent our efforts to escape.  But from what and to where?  Is it because we belong to a race that is lost and wandering all of its days?  Is it because our hearts know that our address should be Eden, and we’re constantly hoping to find our way home?

So Jesus was born away from home.  Not in the village where Joseph and Mary had lived, and to which in time they would return, but in a town called Bethlehem, where they had gone to enroll for taxation.  And he was born, not in a quiet peasant cottage, but back of a poor hotel.  He was born away from home.  Indeed!  Because, as the New Testament writers tell us, his home was heaven, and the made himself homeless in order to restore us to our original Home.
So it is that Christmas comes to a hotel.  It comes to the world of business, where sometimes we shut Christ out, and where the style is sometimes so very contrary to his.  He comes to the lonely places.  Yes, and even to the place where he may not be wanted, where there’s simply no room for him.  He comes (especially this!) to those who are away from home.  To you and me.

And then, of course, the questions come, just as it did twenty centuries ago:  Will we make room for him?
David A. Cagle
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