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Would You Invite the Innkeeper to Dinner?

Luke 2:1-8

Would you invite that cold, heartless innkeeper to dinner? The one mentioned in the Bible who

stood at the door of the inn, big arms crossed and told bewildered Joseph and uncertain Mary,

Get out. You can’t stay here. There’s no room for you. Go somewhere else and don’t bother me any more.

You know that innkeeper from the pageant.  He, like all the other male children, is wearing a

bathrobe... You know he’s not a wise man because he is not wearing a   crown and you know

he is not a shepherd because he is not walking with a stuffed animal under one arm and holding

a cane with another. And he’s not Joseph because he’s not all embarrassed to being walking side

by side with a girl.

You know he is the innkeeper, because he just stands there. Arms folded. Shaking his head. And

then, in a dramatic gesture, points his finger in the air. Be gone. Get out of here. Would you

invite him to dinner, this cold, heartless innkeeper from our Scriptures?

But wait a moment. Already some of you want to argue with me: preacher,  read the Scripture

again. No innkeeper is mentioned, cold-hearted or otherwise. His existence is inferred, but never

mentioned directly. Which means, the cold-hearted innkeeper comes not from the Bible, but

from our perceptions. Sort of like the three wise men: the Bible never gives a number. For all

we know, it could have been just two or twenty or thirty. We just sort of assume, because

there are three gifts brought. As if you have never received duplicate gifts? 
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Back to the innkeeper. The cold, heartless one I would never invite to dinner. And here I was

talking to my brother Carl some years ago, and we were talking about Christmas. And Carl

brought me up short. He said, “You know, I have always thought the innkeeper was a good and

kind man.” 

Now for the record, let me state that Carl was an innkeeper. Almost a legend, actually in New

England, in hotel circles, and a much sought-after consultant in the hospitality field. For a

while, he was the Director of Travel and Tourism for the State of New Hampshire and is

currently a professor at  the University of New Hampshire in Hospitality and Hotel

Management.

But on this particular day it was as a Christian, not as an innkeeper, that Carl brought me up

short.

For you see, here it was at Christmas, and what was I doing? I was thinking the worst of

someone, not the best. Someone I didn’t even know, for how could I?  The innkeeper  is not

actually even mentioned in the Bible, I was already condemning as cold and heartless, unworthy

to be my dinner companion. Thinking the worst, not giving a chance, perhaps not the best

attitude for Christmas.

Because I had allowed my perceptions to be shaped, not by Christ, but by custom and

traditions, stories and pageants. 

Here is Carl’s point: Look. These folks showed up at a busy time of the year. Everyone and his brother

was there for the census. And here come Mary and Joseph. Just show up. Without reservations, mind you.

The innkeeper had no duty to help them. And, Carl said, maybe he went out of his way to be kind by
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allowing these two strangers to spend the night in the stable out back. (Of course, a stable is not

mentioned either in the Bible, but let’s assume it is there.)  

Sort of like another kind innkeeper during the reign of King Arthur in England. There was a

very poor knight, instead of Sir Lancelot, let’s call him Sir Lost-a-lot, who could not afford a

horse. So instead he rode a great big St. Bernard. And one night, during a terrible rainstorm,

he came to an inn and asked for a room. The innkeeper said, we have no room. But then, looking

at the knight on his St. Bernard, both dripping wet, said, “Wait, I will find room for you. After

all, I can’t wouldn’t even think of putting a knight out on a dog like this.” But I digress.

Carl made me realize the issue was not the innkeeper, but I.  Why did I, at Christmastime no

less, not give the innkeeper the benefit of the doubt?

I did just a little research into the inns back then. They didn’t come with Triple A seals of

approval. Most had a reputation for being rather squalid and sordid sorts of places anyway.

They were noisy and boisterous. Everyone usually slept in one big room, with some flimsy

partitions in one corner or another, because inns also doubled as brothels. In fact, despite the

carol, Bethlehem was not still and quiet that night. It was wide open. Holy night absolutely. .

. silent night? Not so much. 

Now  let me push the Scripture just a little. “No room in the inn.” Most often, the Greek word

is translated as we translate it: all booked up. But in some places it can be understood in such

a way that “no room” refers not to space, but appropriateness.  The inn, in other words, is

simply not an appropriate place for a young lady, nor an appropriate place in which to give

birth. 
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But even if we do not accept the term “no room” in this way, nothing stops us from assuming

that the innkeeper directed this young couple Mary and Joseph to his stable as an act of

kindness. And in fact, it was not unheard of  for women to give birth in stables rather than at

inns, because, in fact, stables were cleaner, quieter, and in some cases, with a better class of

creatures.

So now the cold-hearted innkeeper might actually be a kind, loving, caring man... or woman

for that matter. But he or she does not really exist in Scripture. He exists in my heart. And my

heart gets to choose. 

So, what I have tried to do is to invite you to take a second look at the innkeeper. To look at

him through different eyes. Through eyes of kindness and mercy, instead of judgment and

condemnation. But more than that, Christmas itself invites us to experience the world in a new

way. To experience the possibilities of peace and reconciliation, to dare to hope for new

beginnings and new promises. 

I think that’s the way Luke wrote it. Look what’s going on. Empire rules. Caesar Augustus

orders a census. Rome is in charge. People are just little pawns. But look again, Luke invites

us. Ironically enough, only because of this worldly power’s ruling will be savior be born where

he must be born to be accepted: in Bethlehem, the city of David. God is at work.

And Luke invites us to see the shepherds. A group of people, while not really despised, sort of

taken for granted and set aside by most folk. You wouldn’t invite shepherds to dinner very

often. They were kind of dirty and had a reputation that, well, if they ate with you, well you

might well find a knife or a fork missing later on. 
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But Luke says, look again. Angels are singing to these very shepherds. To them is the good news first

given. Because God includes no one out. And look again. This humble stable, so far from home. To you it

looks humble, but to God it is the palace of the true king. Look again. Caesar Augustus is all-powerful,

don’t you think? Certainly more powerful than a little baby, born to a poor peasant couple in the backwoods

of the Empire. But look again. Look with eyes of hope, eyes of faith, eyes of promise. Look again. Long after

Augustus is remembered only as the name of a hot summer month, this little Child lives in heaven and lives

in hearts all over the world. Look again. 

So, now, as we close, let me meddle just a bit. Do you have folks in your life who need to be

looked at through different eyes this season?

Perhaps you have family members from whom you are estranged. Perhaps with good reason.

But unless there has been violence or molestation, perhaps God is inviting you to dare to reach

out in reconciliation and mercy. 

At Christmas God invites us to take a second look. To see things in a new way. To believe that

the infant prince of peace is greater than the old Emperor Caesar Agustus. To understand that

even shepherds are special and important to God. To look again, even at the innkeeper, or

better, to look again, at our own hearts.

Christmas invites us to reset the way we look at the world, to believe the baby in the manger

is or powerful than the emperor in the palace. . . and to give the innkeeper, and everyone else

in our lives, the benefit of the doubt, or more precisely, to offer to others the grace the Christ

has shown us.  Would I invite the innkeeper to dinner?          

I know this much. Jesus would have invited him... no matter what the innkeeper was like. 
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