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In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should 

be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was 

governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. Joseph also went 

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. He 

went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting 

a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she 

gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in 

a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

 

 

It was a typical Christmas for our family. For many years Gary and I and our three children 

traveled on Christmas Day to visit either my family in Pennsylvania or Gary’s family in Florida.  

We’d arrive home very late from Christmas Eve services, wrap a few last minute presents, fall 

into bed exhausted, get the kids up early in the morning, open their stockings, make breakfast, 

open presents, take down all the ornaments, drag the tree out to the street, pack our suitcases and 

rush off to the airport, usually around noon. 

 

It was crazy. It was chaotic. But it worked. Until one time it didn’t. This particular year our two 

youngest children went with us to Florida, but we couldn’t get tickets on the same flight, so they 

were departing several hours before us. Gary’s parents were going to pick them up at the airport.  

Unfortunately, as so often happens, there was a problem; in fact, several.   

 

We were there in plenty of time, but the check-in line was so long and disorganized that by the 

time our kids got to the front, it was too late to check their luggage. They could get on the plane 

but would have to leave their luggage behind, which we could take on our later flight. Okay. 

Fine.   

 

After the kids were gone, Gary and I went to our check-in counter only to discover that our flight 

had been canceled because of mechanical issues. Moreover, we were told that the next available 

flight from anywhere near Grand Rapids, including Detroit, to anywhere near Sarasota, Florida, 

was four days later. Since we were only going to be gone six days, Gary and I were left literally 

behind, along with everyone’s luggage. 
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Gary and I were really bummed out, and as we made the fifteen minute drive home, we talked 

about what to do. Here we were with six days to ourselves, but all we wanted to do was be with 

our family. We hardly ever get to see them. And if we did stay home, I knew I’d end up working 

when I really needed a break. 

 

All of sudden and very much out of character, I said, “Why don’t we drive to Florida? Let’s just 

go. We’ll stay in a motel tonight and get to Florida tomorrow night. The kids need their 

suitcases, anyway. Let’s surprise everybody!” So that’s what we did. We headed south and spent 

Christmas on the road. We ate dinner in a deserted Chinese restaurant in Indiana and slept 

Christmas night in a motel in Kentucky. Not a fancy chain, but a dumpy little hole-in-the-wall 

motel along the highway. And guess who met us when we walked into the lobby late Christmas 

night? Jesus.      

 

Over the past two thousand years there has been endless speculation about the circumstances 

surrounding Jesus’ birth. What was the inn like, why was there no room for Mary and Joseph, 

and where was Jesus actually born? A stable, a cave, a lean-to, a tent, a Motel Six? The inn and 

the innkeeper have been analyzed, romanticized, theorized, and categorized. All we really know 

is that the location of Jesus’ birth was nothing special. The rest of the world passed by Mary, 

Joseph and the baby Jesus without so much as a glance.   

 

Jesus appeared with a whimper. Christmas took place in a seedy motel among ordinary, diverse, 

hopeless, hopeful, worried, joyful, despairing, kind, lonely people. Nothing special, except God 

working in secret. Jesus arriving where you’d least expect it.   

 

No one notices except a rag tag band of shepherds who are stopped in their tracks by an angel, 

lighting up the sky with glory. “Don’t be afraid. I’m here to give you great news! You’re the first 

ones to hear it. This very night a Savior has been born, the Messiah, the Lord, the One for whom 

you’re longing and waiting. The time has come. But you’re also the first ones to see him. Go on 

over to the motel, out in the back and you’ll find a baby lying in a manger. That’s the sign.” 

Then all the angels appear and sing a song that is forever imprinted on the hearts of these 

shepherds: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he 

favors.” Which, in case you didn’t know, is everyone…including you.   

 

Who is this baby Jesus, anyway, and why do we need to know who he is? This Jesus is God’s 

son, God’s gift of pure love to our world and everyone in it. God decided to become one of us.  

God chose to appear in human form through a tiny, vulnerable, helpless baby. Jesus came to 

bring hope, grace, possibility, reconciliation, forgiveness and fullness of life.   

 

Jesus was born into a world that was just as hopeless, conflicted, war-torn and cynical as our 

world is today. Yet Jesus was not a king. He was not a success by anyone’s standards. Nor did he 

exercise worldly power. No, Jesus chose to transform our world through suffering love. He 

humbled himself rather than exalt himself. He chose the last seat rather than the place of honor.   

 

Jesus had no home, no place to lay his head, no worldly goods, nothing that had any value. He 

had no family of his own, never went to college, never traveled more than a few hundred miles 

from the place he was born. Yet the religious and political powers of the time were threatened by 
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this pure and holy man who changed the course of human history by giving up his life out of 

love. Every one of us needs to know who this baby Jesus is because Jesus can transform your 

life.  

 

Who is this baby Jesus, anyway, and where do we find him today? We find Jesus wherever 

there is human need. I’ve sung this Christmas carol hundreds of times over the years, but the 

words never penetrated my heart until last Christmas Eve when we sang “It Came Upon a 

Midnight Clear” in every service. Have you ever really listened to this stanza? 

 

And ye, beneath life’s crushing load, whose forms are bending low, 

Who toil along the climbing way with painful steps and slow 

Look now! For glad and golden hours come swiftly on the wing. 

O rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing. 

 

Tonight Jesus appears beside everyone in this world who is bent low under life’s crushing weight 

of hopelessness or despair. Tonight Jesus is in Pakistan, Syria, Turkey, Iraq, North Korea, 

Ukraine, Detroit, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ferguson, Missouri and even Birmingham. Jesus appears 

tonight in homes littered with so many presents that it’s embarrassing as well as in the homes of 

people living in tiny apartments, slums, homeless shelters or under the overpass. Jesus appears 

tonight in hospitals, police and fire stations, immigration centers, nursing homes, prisons, 

psychiatric hospitals and soup kitchens.   

 

Jesus appears wherever there is human need. Jesus comes after us when we try to run away.  

Jesus also shows up where we’d least expect. Jesus appears in the relative you’ve never gotten 

along with, in an obnoxious neighbor, in the colleague who irritates you, in the exhausted store 

clerk, the worker who washes your car and the person who cleans your home. Jesus even appears 

in a dumpy motel in Kentucky on Christmas Day. 

 

If you are toiling along the climbing way with slow and painful steps, if you feel too weary to 

travel any further, if your burdens seem too great to bear, know that Jesus creeps in beside you 

tonight, offering hope, grace and strength for the journey. Will you let Jesus walk with you? Will 

you ask Jesus to come into the dark corners of your heart and allow his love to revive your spirit 

and transform your life? Will you let go and place yourself in God’s hands? “O rest beside the 

weary road and hear the angels sing.” 

 

Who is this baby Jesus, anyway, and how does he invite us to respond? Tonight, now, Jesus 

invites you to choose the abundant life and living water that can make you whole. But Jesus also 

says, “Follow me.”       

  

A colleague posted on Facebook last December, “A dear friend of mine was driving in traffic 

down a street in Jackson, Michigan when an inflatable plastic baby Jesus in a manger suddenly 

appeared in the middle of the highway in front of her. Her question? What do you do when an 

inflatable Jesus appears in front of you? Run over him, avoid him, save him, or follow him? Is it 

more ethical to risk one’s life to go pick him up, or to let him blow into the ditch?”   
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What do you think? Of course, the first question is, “What’s up with the inflatable Jesus, 

anyway?” In case you’re interested, there are a number of online suppliers of inflatable manger 

scenes with an inflatable Jesus. They sell for about $130. There is even an inflatable Peanuts 

manger scene with Lucy, Charlie Brown, Linus, Snoopy and a baby dog.   

 

What do you do when an inflatable Jesus appears right in front of you? Do you realize that the 

over-commercialization of Christmas is really putting lives in danger and therefore run him over, 

recycle him and become a voice for simplifying Christmas? Do you make a U-turn, go back and 

save Jesus by deflating him and putting him in the back seat your car because that’s what Jesus 

would do for you? Or do you simply move him off the road and let him rest and recover along 

the shoulder?   

 

But the most important question is, “What will you do with the real Jesus today?” Who is this 

baby Jesus, anyway? Jesus is God coming to us in person by hitting the streets. Jesus is not 

afraid to be in involved in the dirty, messy places of our lives. And so Jesus comes to you 

wherever you are tonight. Jesus comes to you if the whole family is here preparing to celebrate 

tomorrow. But Jesus also comes to you if someone is missing at your Christmas table. Maybe 

you have had a death is the family. Maybe a grandchild is in a far off land spending Christmas in 

a motel. Maybe a loved one is in the hospital, a family member is estranged or a child is in the 

military. Jesus even comes to you if there is no one at your table because you have no family 

nearby. 

   

Whoever you are, Jesus comes to you tonight offering grace and filling you with the courage to 

embody God’s peace in a broken world. Jesus comes to you tonight, inspiring you to hit the 

streets and reach out to those who are struggling. Jesus comes to you tonight, nudging you to 

offer a kind word or a hug to someone whose deepest need is to know that Jesus loves them.   

 

Who is this baby Jesus, anyway? O rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing, 

especially if you’re spending Christmas in a motel.   

 


