“What Would You Have Done?”

Luke 2:1-7

On this second Sunday in Advent, I invite you to turn to our Scripture reading, Luke 2:1-7, a passage we’re very familiar with from Christmas’s past.

It’s been said that a story is only as strong as its main villain.  In fact, many authors develop their antagonist before they create the protagonist.  For a story to draw us in and succeed in its telling, the villain must be someone who seems more powerful than the main character.

Think about some of the great villains in stories: Darth Vader in STAR WARS.  Lord Voldemort in the Harry Potter series.  Captain Bligh in MUTINY ON THE BOUNTY.  Sauron in The Lord of the Rings.  “Bruce” the shark in JAWS.  Mr. Potter in IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE.  Maleficent in SLEEPING BEAUTY.

In Advent each year we retell the beautiful, miraculous, astonishing story of the birth of Jesus.  But who was the villain in the story?  Surely we would finger Herod, the paranoid, egotistical king at the time of Christ’s birth.  Or perhaps we could claim it was Caesar Augustus, who called for a census of the entire Roman empire.

Let’s take a look at our Scripture reading: At that time the Roman emperor, Augustus, decreed that a census should be taken throughout the Roman Empire.  2(This was the first census taken when Quirinius was governor of Syria.)  3All returned to their own ancestral towns to register for this census.  4And because Joseph was a descendant of King David, he had to go to Bethlehem in Judea, David’s ancient home.  He traveled there from the village of Nazareth in Galilee.  5He took with him Mary, to whom he was engaged, who was now expecting a child.
6 And while they were there, the time came for her baby to be born.  7She gave birth to her firstborn son.  She wrapped him snugly in strips of cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no lodging available for them.
Perhaps there is another villain—one we often overlook because his role was small—but not inconsequential.  And in reality he wasn’t a bad guy.  He didn’t have plans for world domination or the destruction of his arch enemy.  He wasn’t even trying to be mean.  He was a simple, hard-working guy, just like you or me—living in and dealing with the world around him as he knew it.  He was the innkeeper in Bethlehem.

Let’s consider this unnamed fellow with some kindness, but without absolving him from close scrutiny.  Because in this innkeeper we are forced to answer a question today that makes us closer to this man than we may think: What would you have done?

To begin with, the innkeeper who turned away Joseph and Mary is a symbol of the frailty inherent in all humanity—a representative of all those who compromise with doing the right thing.

We should remember that he said there was no room in the inn and then said “But there is room in the stable.”  If this were a hotel manager in our modern day, we all know that the “No vacancy” sign was probably an excuse.  Many hotels—especially the finer and more prestigious ones—always keep a handful of rooms on hand for dire emergencies or special guests.  It may not be a hard-and-fast rule of the trade, and it’s not true in all cases, but surely it’s true in most.

Due to Mary’s pregnancy, Joseph and his betrothed had to travel at a slower pace than other pilgrims.  Anyone who’s ever travelled a long distance with a pregnant woman knows this, amen!  So they likely arrived later than many others.

Plus, word of Mary’s “unusual” pregnancy may’ve preceded the couple.  In such times, it was customary to stay with relatives and Joseph--being from Bethlehem--likely had some distant relatives in town.  But perhaps those family members didn’t want to be associated too closely with Mary’s scandalous pregnancy?  So the couple ended up at the inn, which the innkeeper said was full.
Now to his credit he did change his mind.  But he fell short of heeding the perfect standard, the Golden Rule.  If he were to have done his best, he could’ve acted in one of two ways.

First, he could’ve given notice of Mary’s condition to the many male occupants and, if need be, commandeered a room for her.  Surely there would’ve been at least one man in the occupied guesthouse who would’ve been willing to give his room to a lady obviously close to her due date.
The second thing the innkeeper could’ve done was to give her his room.  That would have been going the extra mile to help someone in need.

Instead, like so much of humanity throughout the centuries, he did just enough to salve his conscious, and thus fell short of absolute selfless action.  Any number of us will do the right thing—up to a certain point—but no further.  Or, we will do what is right if we are forced to.  Or, we will do what is right only as long as it doesn’t cost us anything or involve us personally.

So in this case—of saying “There is no room in the inn, but I can give you a place in the barn”—what would you have done?  Would you have surrendered your room selflessly?  Would you have asked a customer—who’d already paid for his room—to let Mary use it?  When you depart this place and go about your life this week, will you do what is right regardless of the cost?  Or will you go to a certain point and no further?
Our unnamed innkeeper is also a representative of those who base their decisions about human interaction on class rather than need.  We know the world hasn’t changed in this respect.  It was obvious to the innkeeper that Joseph and Mary were poor.  It was as easy to see that in those days as it is in our own.  If a man of rank and social standing had arrived with his pregnant wife, we all know the innkeeper and his staff would’ve fallen over themselves to accommodate them.  In fact, the innkeeper would’ve taken great pride in the fact that a child of great standing—perhaps even royalty—was likely to be born on his premises!
But not so with Joseph the carpenter and his suffering wife.  They had no signs of wealth or status, or that their child would make any difference at all to the order of humanity.  No, the innkeeper saw just another baby in an already overpopulated nation.  Today many might say “Just another welfare baby that we have to support with our taxes.”
The innkeeper wasn’t a bad man.  As I said earlier, he wasn’t a villain like we typically think of villains.  But he wasn’t as truly good as God would have us be.  The innkeeper was more a slave to his world order and worldview.  How ironic that throughout his life Jesus made no distinction between class, rank or status.  He treated the woman at the well with the same dignity and respect that he did to Nicodemus.  It was one of the things that kept him in trouble with the religious establishment because he was constantly rubbing shoulders with the poor, the needy, the unstable, the possessed, the drunks and whores and addicts.
So in this case—of judging based on looks or status rather than need—what would you have done?  Would you have taken the time to look beyond the surface evidence of a peasant’s life?  Would you have said “They don’t have anything and will probably take me for all I’m worth if I let them in here?”  When you depart this place and go about your life this week, will you see the need or the status?  Will you look only at the external and not try to find out about the interior?


The innkeeper also represents those who unknowingly refuse Jesus because they are preoccupied with the things of this life.  I said “unknowingly” because it is not fair or honest to accuse this fellow of refusing to allow the Son of God to be born in his establishment.  That’s just the point.  If he had known the circumstances he would’ve acted accordingly.


The innkeeper was no doubt a busy, harried man.  All of Bethlehem was filled up like a trade convention in Las Vegas.  There were people everywhere—surely more than he would ever normally have at any given time.  He was busy making change, seeing that meals were prepared and laundry was done, filling glasses, and handling complaints.  Anyone who’s ever been in a hotel during a particularly busy time knows the flurry of activity and noise that goes on.  If you went to the Tennessee-Virginia Tech ball game at Bristol and stayed in a hotel there, you know what I’m talking about!

The innkeeper was so preoccupied with the details of his job responsibilities that he didn’t pay attention to what God was doing.  Maybe he didn’t have any help, or maybe the help he had wasn’t very good.  Maybe he didn’t have anyone else he could trust to handle things for a few moments while he attended to a woman in maternal distress.  Whatever the case, he was so intent with the things of this world that Jesus couldn’t be born into his situation.

We all know that Jesus is constantly looking for a home in the lives of those who refuse him, and even in the lives of those who have claimed him but don’t want him to mess up their lives too much.  So in this case—of being so wrapped up in the everyday routines and responsibilities of life—what would you have done?  Would you have taken the time to look, listen and help?  Would you have rearranged your schedule to invest time and effort in reaching out?  When you depart this place and go about your life this week, will you allow Jesus to be born into each situation you face?  Or will you say “I’ve got too much to do before closing time?”

No, the innkeeper wasn’t a real villain in the Christmas story.  He was a man, just like us, pressured by the demands of his work and the realities of his culture.  He initially said “No” to Joseph and Mary’s request but changed his mind and offered an alternative.  He’s a good example of each of us, of humanity at large: we are pressured by the demands of work, school, sports.  We swim in the waters of our culture that promote selfishness, materialism, pride, stress, achievement.  The innkeeper was no more a villain than your or I are in our own stories.
But he did fall short in all that he could’ve done.  And so do we.  We want to do the right thing but aren’t sure how much it will cost us.  We see people around us and silently judge them based solely on what they look like.  We set God aside because our calendars are too full and our tablets and phones are too distracting.

When we look at the Christmas story again—many of us for the sixtieth or seventieth or eightieth time in our lives—and we see the actions of each character, let us be willing to ask “What would I have done?”  If it were me receiving news of a newborn king—if it were me being asked for a room—if it were me being asked to leave my flock unattended on a hillside—what would I have done?

What will I do now?  What will I do tomorrow?

Let us pray: Advent God, we journey with you to Bethlehem’s stable and a new-born King, ears attuned to the song of angels, eyes alert for a guiding star.  Forgive us if on our journey we are distracted by the tempting offers of this world.  Forgive us when we can look in the mirror and see the Bethlehem innkeeper reflected back.  Show us through his example what we are to aspire to, and what we are to turn from.  Keep our hearts aflame with the hope of Christmas, and the promise of a Savior. Amen.
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