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For the past twenty-five Christmases and all the Advent Sundays that have led up to them, I have recounted the “traditional” story of the birth of Jesus in the manger- you know, the one that goes that Joseph had to return to his hometown of Bethlehem to register for the census.  In tow, he had a very pregnant young girl who was not only NOT YET his wife but neither was he the father of the child in her belly.  Just shortly after their arrival, this teenager--Mary--goes into labor and he has to hurriedly find some shelter for them.  Unfortunately, all the hotels and motels were already booked, and nobody seemed concerned enough about their plight to want to give up their room.  At last, some sympathetic innkeeper, noticing Mary’s precarious condition, offered them the back shed where the cows and horses were kept.  This filthy, fly-ridden animal pen, the equivalent of today’s greasy garage, thus becomes the hospital room in which the Son of God makes his entrance into the world.

For me, Christmas is significant, not only because it marks God’s entrance into the world to begin the process of redeeming it, but it reminds us what a terrible scandal Jesus’ birth represented- how it was a scandal that Joseph has to hide from family and friends in his own hometown lest he is forced to give an account of the pregnant young girl he is presently traveling with; scandalous how there was not only no room for the Son of God at the inn but no room for him in the WORLD, that cosmic forces were at work conspiring to destroy him from the moment he drew his first breath.  Yet, despite our efforts to keep him out and prevent him from accomplishing his divine purpose, nothing would deter him- not all the murderous intentions we could muster, not all the pain and suffering we could inflict upon him.  Therefore, the story of the birth of Christ, as we have come to know it, becomes one of urgency, rejection, and scandal.

Well, after re-reading the biblical account with the help of one of the world’s most respected biblical scholars, a leading authority on the Middle East--Dr. Kenneth Bailey--my view may have been somewhat altered.  Some well-worn assumptions that I’ve preached and taught over the past twenty-five years are now called into question.  He asserts that our understanding of the birth of Christ is shrouded in a mythology which we refuse to abandon or change.  And what he does is retell portions of the story from the perspective of a first-century Middle Eastern peasant and not from that of a twentieth century American, and the differences between the two accounts are really quite striking.

To begin with, we make the assumption that Jesus was born the night Joseph and Mary arrive in Bethlehem.  But verse 6 reads, “While they were there her days were fulfilled” which means that Mary was in the final stages of her pregnancy- a period which could have lasted weeks or even as long as a month.  Also, Jesus was not born in the middle of the winter.  The fact that the shepherds were out in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night indicates that Jesus was born sometime in the summer as in the winter, shepherds always return home in the evenings because of the cold.  

Then regarding the wisemen, we have traditionally assumed that there were three of them- because there were three different gifts presented: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  But there could have been ten as easily as there could have been three.  And when it says that they came from “the East,” again we make the natural assumption that they had sojourned from the “Far East,” that is, from the region around Persia.  In actuality, a Palestinian would have understood it to refer to any locale east of the Jordan River, which was not really a great distance from Bethlehem.  There are even indications that they may have come from Arabia in the south as Justin Martyr, one of the early Church Fathers, asserts in one of his writings- the earliest post-biblical note on the Christmas story: “Mary brought forth the Christ and placed Him in a manger, and there the magi came from Arabia and found him.(Dialogue with Trypho, LXXIX)  In addition, the gifts they present seem to suggest this as Arabia was a major producer of gold in ancient times, and frankincense and myrrh were produced only in Southern Arabia and nowhere else.  Yet, Arabs were gentiles and therefore considered “dogs” and no-good trash by the Jews.  I saw the contempt many Israelis hold their Palestinian brothers in during my trip to the Holy Lands over twenty years ago.  Doran, our tour guide, kept referring to the Palestinians as dogs and pigs, such was his hatred of them.  Therefore, the magi, however large their number, were probably rich Arabs who would have been despised and looked down upon by the average Jew.

It is also important to understand the social role of the shepherd in early Palestinian life.  The rabbis kept a list of proscribed trades which included a list of occupations that no Torah-observing Jew should ever teach to his sons.  One of the trades listed is “herdsmen.”  Where in the Old Testament, the shepherd was often a symbol of the king (as David himself was a shepherd) and even of God himself (as in the 23rd Psalm), by New Testament times it had become a lowly and much despised profession.  All shepherds were considered unclean and therefore ostracized.

The whole account is clearly Palestinian in nature.  It is filled with Old Testament references and the Hebraic style of poetry.  Even the practice of wrapping a newborn child was a popular Middle Eastern custom.  But if it is a Palestinian story, then some of the traditional assumptions we make about it conflict with some of the cultural practices of that day.  To begin with, Luke tells us that Mary has relatives “in the hill country” of Judea, that Mary and Elizabeth are related.  This would mean that if there was no room for them at the inn, they could have simply gone to one of the relatives to stay.  They would have been welcome there.  Further, when we are told that Joseph is of the “house and lineage of David,” this would have meant that he could have given his genealogy and it would have opened just about any door in his own hometown.  When a self-respecting “son of the village” returns to the town of his origins in the Middle East, a royal welcome always awaits him.  Bailey feels the refusal of hospitality that we have traditionally ascribed to the inhabitants of Bethlehem has slandered or libeled that town and undeservedly so.  “Is the entire village of Bethlehem so hardhearted that no home is open to a woman about to give birth?” he asks.

The scholar now focuses in on the “inn” in the story- that there was no room for the Holy Family there.  He makes the point that the Greek word for “inn” is never used here in the text although it is used by Luke elsewhere such as in the parable of the Good Samaritan, where the wounded man is taken to an inn to recuperate- an inn being a commercial establishment that provides shelter for strangers.   Rather, the word Luke uses here is actually a “guest room” attached to a private home.  According to Bailey’s interpretation, when we are informed that there was no room for them at the inn, it really means no room for them in the “guest room.”  But then what are we to make of the manger?

To understand what a traditional manger is, you have to know something about how Palestinian one-room homes are constructed.  In actuality, they are “split-level” homes, that is, 80 percent of the one room consists of a raised upper terrace where the family cooks, eats and lives, with the remaining 20 percent being a lower level, usually about four feet lower than the upper level, reserved for the animals.  The two levels are connected by a short set of stairs.  Into the lower level the family cow, donkey and a few sheep are brought each night for protection.  In the morning, these animals are taken out into a courtyard, the area is cleaned and the house is ready for the day.  Therefore, the animals moved daily in and out of the house.  Jesus refers to this arrangement in Luke 13 when he says, “Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his ass from the manger and lead it away to water it?”  

In these traditional Palestinian homes, the mangers are built into the floor of the raised terrace on which the family lives.  If the cow or donkey is hungry in the night, it can stand and reach the feed on the floor of the upper family living space.  It is thus critical to the story to understand that the manger is therefore located in the living room of the home, and not in some separate outside shed as is customarily assumed.  If this IS the case, and evidence seems to support it, then it changes our traditional interpretation.  Keeping in mind that the text is written to a Palestinian reader, he would naturally understand it this way- that upon giving birth to Jesus, Mary wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger--the manger being located in the main family room--and not the guest room because the guest room, which was a separate private quarter located off the family room, was already taken.

Now let’s summarize here how according to Dr. Bailey the story really plays out.  Joseph eventually finds shelter in a simple peasant home.  The home has a guest room but it happens to be filled at the time.  In the honored tradition of Middle Eastern hospitality, the host cannot turn the couple away but responds to their plight by clearing the one-room family living space for Joseph and Mary to use.  Jesus is subsequently born and placed in a depression in the floor (the manger) to keep him from harm.  The shepherds are given a double sign.  They will find the babe wrapped, as was the custom, and placed in a manger- in a simple home just like their own.  They will not have to hunt for the Son of God at the palace of King Herod, as the magi did in their own search for the child, nor at the home of the chief priest or rabbi nor even at the gates of the Great Temple.  Rather, he will come into the world gently, safely, and unpretentiously among poor and lowly folk just like themselves.  When they show up at the door of that home to worship him, they will not be instructed to come to the backdoor like the rich often treat their servants.  Then some time afterwards, the wealthy Arab astrologers arrive to worship the child and offer him their gifts.  Therefore, the two groups of representatives who make their way to this lowly Palestinian peasant home are comprised of poor, outcast shepherds and rich and learned, yet despised Arabs.  Thus Arabs and Jews, educated and non-educated, wise and foolish, near and far, members of the community and outsiders- all these types can find themselves mirrored in the visitors at the edge of the manger crib!

Seen from this perspective--that of a first-century Palestinian to whom the account was originally addressed--the traditional story we have come to know and love takes on a whole new twist and appears much more authentic.  The image of the “mean, old innkeeper” disappears along with his inn and is replaced by a gracious, welcoming peasant family.  The filthy and drafty stable we’ve come to associate with Christ’s birth now becomes a warm, cozy living room.  Jesus, the Son of God, is portrayed as not only come to us in the flesh, that is, as one with our common humanity, but also as one in our simplicity- he is shown being born in a simple peasant home as any other village boy.  He abandoned every possible privilege so that he might be able to identify with the poorest and most common among us.  Those who eventually make their way to his cribside are not kings or generals or chief rabbis but outcast shepherds and despised gentiles like the magi.  They thereby discover that this Messiah comes to all mankind by welcoming the poor and the marginalized, not the politically powerful or socially well-connected. 

And finally, such an interpretation redeems the blackened reputation of the people of Bethlehem.  No longer can we look at them as too preoccupied with their own reveling to worry about the critical condition of this young mother-to-be for on the contrary, this scene demonstrates the very ESSENCE of Middle Eastern hospitality.  Although the guestroom is already taken, this poor peasant family refuses to apologize and send them away.  Instead, they welcome Mary and Joseph in all the same and make them comfortable in their OWN living quarters.  In this way, they were blessed beyond all measure- by becoming the family that welcomed the Son of God into the world.  They thus serve as examples of how WE should live, that Christ calls us to conduct ourselves in the same spirit of kindness and humility and generosity that this poor Palestinian family did, and in this way, we too may be welcoming Christ, not just into our homes, but into our hearts and lives.  Let us pray...  

Gracious God, you who came to us so many years ago as a lowly babe in a manger, CONTINUE to remind us that you STILL come to us- on Christmas Eve, on Christmas Day, in fact, on EVERY day and that you never STOP coming to us.  You come to us, just like that infant- humble, simple and poor.  We encounter you in the face of a hungry child, in a homeless man who has no more than the few scraps of clothing on his back, in a young girl whose home is now a battered women’s shelter, in a lonely grandmother or grandfather who passes the days in a squalid nursing home, in a friend or loved one who has abandoned all hope while languishing in a hospital bed.  May we never use the excuse that all the rooms are all full and that there is no place for you anywhere- in our community, in our LIVES.   Open our hearts and expand our sympathies to reach out and minister in love to such persons in the knowledge that what we do for the least of these our brethren, we no less do to you.  May we never be guilty of repeating what happened to your Son born in a manger two thousand years ago.  We pray this in the name of that babe, our Lord.  Amen.
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