Christmas Sermon
As you enter the tent you are faced with a number of funny shaped mirrors.  Some are concaved, some are convex and some are just weird.

Gazing into the mirrors our image is distorted 

We become bigger or shorter 

Taller 

Rounder

Our real image is changed dramatically 

Today I want to tell you the real story of the nativity

One that hasn’t been distorted over time or changed through people’s misconceptions

Or societies influences

The traditional events of the Christmas story are well known to many people.

The birth of Jesus includes three wise men bearing gifts

Shepherds in the fields in mid-winter, 
a baby born in a stable and “no room in the inn.”
These aspects of the account are firmly fixed in the popular mind.

The question becomes: Is there a critical distinction to be made between the text that we have heard today and the traditional understanding of it?

The answer is ‘Yes’

The story begins with us being told that every family within the Emperors kingdom needed to travel back to the fathers’ place of birth so that they could be registered.  The Emperor wanted to know how many people he had power over.

It is here that we witness Joseph travelling up 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. 
Bethlehem is located about five miles South of Jerusalem, on the East side of the “Patriarch’s Highway” that ran along the ridge between Shechem and Hebron.  It was here that King David was born and where he tended his father’s sheep. Five Km to the southeast of Bethlehem, Herod the Great had built an extensive residence called the Herodium.  There Herod was buried, within sight of where Jesus had been born. 
1. 5He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, 
Many traditions about the birth of Jesus, as I have said, have been distorted.  We often hear that Jesus was born in a stable and our Nativity scenes, although lovely, don’t often help us understand what really happened.

For most of us the word manger invokes the words stable or barn.  But in traditional Middle Eastern villages this in not the case.  People of great wealth would naturally have had separate quarters for animals, but simple village homes in Palestine often had but two rooms.
One was exclusively for guests.

That room could be attached to the end of the house or on the roof.

The main room was a ‘family room’ where the entire family cooked, ate, slept and lived.

The end of the room next to the door, was either a few feet lower than the rest of the floor or blocked off with heavy timbers.

Each night into that designated area, the family cow, donkey and a few sheep would be driven.  And every morning those same animals were taken out and tied up in the courtyard of the house.  The animal stall would then be cleaned for the day.

At the lower end of the living room two mangers are dug out

The family living room has a slight slope in the direction of the animal stall, which aids in sweeping and washing.

If the family cow is hungry during the night, she can stand up and eat from the mangers cut of our the floor of the living room.  Mangers for sheep can be of wood and placed on the floor of the lower level.

2. because there was no place for them in the inn. 

No place for them in the inn!  This sounds as though Joseph and Mary were rejected by the people of Bethlehem.  But was this really the case?
“No room in the inn” has taken on the meaning of “the inn had a number of rooms and all were occupied.”  The “no vacancy sign” was already “switched on” when Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem.

But 

The Greek word does not refer to “a room in an inn” but rather to “space” as in “There is no space in my room for the new bookcase.” 
Kenneth Bailey says this

The Greek word in Luke 2:7 that is commonly translated “inn” is kataluma.  This is not the ordinary word for a commercial inn.  In the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37) the Samaritan takes the wounded man to an inn.  The Greek word in that text is pandocheion.  The first part of the word means “all.”  The second part, as a verb, means “to receive.” The pandocheion is the place that receives all, namely a commercial inn...
If Luke expected his readers to think Joseph was turned away from an inn he would have used the word pandocheion, which clearly meant a commercial inn.  But in Luke 2:7 it is a kataluma that is crowed.  What then does this word mean?”
Literally, a Kataluma is simply “a place to stay” and can refer to many types of shelters.

The three that are options for this story are

Inn (the English translation tradition)

House (the Arabic biblical tradition)

Guest room (Luke’s choice)

In this story, it is the guest room that is crowed, not some local inn somewhere in Bethlehem.  

To summarise, a part of what Luke tells us about the birth of Jesus is that the holy family travelled to Bethlehem, where they were received into a private home.  

The child was born, wrapped and “put to bed” in the living room in the manger that was either built in the floor or made of wood and moved into the family living space.
Why weren’t they invited into the family quest room, we might ask?

The answer is that the quest room was already occupied by other guests.  The host family graciously accepted Mary and Joseph into the family room of their house.
The family room would, naturally, be cleared of men for the birth of the child, and the village midwife and other women would have assisted at the birth.  After the child was born and wrapped, Mary put her new born to bed in a manger filled with fresh straw and covered him with a blanket.

3. 8In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 
Shepherds in first century Palestine were poor, and rabbinic traditions label them as unclean.
However in Luke 2:8-14 the first people to hear the message about the birth of Jesus was a group of shepherds who were close to the bottom of the social scale in their society.

The shepherds heard and were afraid!

Initially, they were probably frightened by the sight of the angels, but alter they were asked to visit the child!

Hang on one moment, the lowest of the low are to visit the Messiah, the King of the Jews

From their point of view, if the child was truly the Messiah, the parents would reject the shepherds if they tried to visit him!

How could shepherds be convinced to expect a welcome?

The angels anticipated this anxiety and told the shepherds they would find the baby wrapped: this was what peasants, like shepherds, did with their newly born children.
Furthermore, they were told that he was lying in a manger! That is, they would find the Christ child in an ordinary peasant home such as theirs.

He was not in a governor’s mansion or a wealthy merchant’s guest room but in a simple two room like theirs.  This was really good news.  Perhaps they would not be told, “Unclean shepherds – be gone!”

Conclusion

You may be asking yourselves ‘how does understanding the real story of Christmas make Christmas any more relevant today?’

Distortion of the Christmas story has in some ways taken the beginning life of Jesus from our grasp

How many of us can relate to being born in a stable, laid in a manger and surrounded by animals?

The traditional story paints a lovely picture but it stops us from really taking on board the normality of Jesus 

The real story shows us Jesus’ being born in a family environment and was cared for the best way possible in the given situation

We can all understand Jesus being born with the help of a midwife, the care of his parents, the warmth of the home, a blanket keeping him secure, the use of a basinet (manger).

From beginning to the end, Jesus’ life, resonates full humanity 

And yet his life welcomed the unclean, it welcomes and loves the outcasts

Remember this Christmas the real story, remember that Jesus came to be with us in our normal everyday lives

He came to challenge the way we treat others 
He came to turn the power of the world on its head

He came so that we would truly know God

This is the real story of Christmas and the nativity
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