
 

FFRROOMM  TTHHEE  BBIISSHHOOPP    
Any room in the Inn? 

Every parish priest knows that the annual Christmas pageant is a risk, and the event has 

found its way humorously into a popular literature like A Prayer for Owen Meany and, of 

course, The Best Christmas Pageant Ever.  There is, of course, the pageant in the well-

loved Charlie Brown Christmas special. Many of us have our own Christmas pageant 

story to tell. One of my parishes once had one with two baby Jesuses (better not to 

disappoint, I thought, than to change the details just a little). 

My mother’s favorite joke was about a Christmas pageant. It involved a little boy chosen 

to be the narrator who could not remember the names of the characters in the story.  So his 

mother (and this is obviously the part that appealed to my own mother) wrote the names of 

the characters on the cuffs of his sleeves and the waistband of his pants.  She would act 

out how the story unfolded with some enjoyment as the little boy told the story  
of how (looking at her left wrist) Joseph and (looking at her right wrist) Mary journeyed to Bethlehem while (looking at her right 

wrist) Mary was expecting (my mother would have never said “pregnant” in public).  When they got there (looking at her left wrist) 

Joseph and (looking at her right wrist) Mary found there was no room for them in the inn.  Instead, she went on, the innkeeper gave 

(looking at her left wrist) Joseph and (looking at her right wrist) Mary a place in a stable for (looking at her right wrist) Mary had a 

baby boy.  And when the baby was born (looking at her left wrist) Joseph and (looking at her right wrist) Mary decided to name the 

baby (looking at the waistband of his pants) Fruit of the Loom. 

I recently heard another story of a Christmas pageant taking unexpected twists.  It, like my mother’s, was about a little boy, this time 

cast to play the innkeeper.  In this case, though, the little boy rebelled at his lines, refusing to tell Joseph and Mary that there was no 

room in the inn.  It seems that such an approach was just in fundamental conflict with the values he was being taught at home about 

hospitality.  The little boy kept insisting on inviting the weary travelers in for the night.  At long last, the director of the pageant (no 

doubt long-suffering) convinced the little boy to stick to the script, or so she thought.  By the night of the play, the little boy had 

discovered a way he thought to keep everyone happy.  When Joseph and Mary knocked on the door seeking shelter, the little boy, 

drawing on his repertoire of skills learned at home, said, “I’m sorry, but we don’t have room for you to spend the night.  But won’t 

you please come in and have a drink anyway.”  (I should note that a bishop friend of mine claims to have told that story as a brand 

new priest one Christmas Eve at a church in Louisville and was greeted by a man after Mass who not only claimed that the story was 

true but that he had been the little boy in it.)  I hope it is indeed true. 

One of the reasons I hope it is true is that it may be closer to reality than the way we often imagine the scene.  The innkeeper may 

have been getting an unduly bad rap all these years.   

Part of the confusion is that when we hear about the inn in the story, we tend to picture the Holiday Inn (at worst) with reservations 

and private rooms, each with two double beds, a television and a bathroom.  Not so, of course, in the ancient world.  An inn was a far 

more communal affair.  Privacy was not part of the set-up.  People literally stayed on top of each other, and on this occasion, when the 

Roman census had brought so many back to their ancestral homes, it is likely that the facility would have been especially crowded and 

lacking in any sort of decency, especially for a woman about to give birth. 

If we can look at the text with fresh eyes, there is another way to understand it.  A perfectly acceptable reading is that the innkeeper 

was not unwilling to take in another pair of guests.  The more the merrier (and profitable), after all.  What he may have been saying is 

that there was no privacy for the mother in the inn and, in response to the couple’s need, and as an act of hospitality, offered them 

space in the stable, a cave in the rear of the property, which offered shelter, more privacy, and, because animals were living there, 

some degree of warmth in the night. 

So, it could be that what Luke is trying to tell us about is not the hardships of the Holy Family, but one person’s simple act of 

hospitality on the night of the coming of the Lord.  It could be that what Luke is trying to tell us about is not rejection, but one 

person’s receptivity to the news of this holy night, not unlike that of the shepherds who were keeping their flocks outside the village 

that same night.  It could be that what Luke is trying to tell us about is not indifference and cruelty to people in such extreme 

circumstances, but a quiet act of kindness that was enough to usher in the birth of Christ. 

I will admit that looking at the text with fresh eyes means having to hold onto some of the givens of the story a little less tightly. I 

hope, though, that little boy who just couldn’t bring himself to turn Mary and Joseph away in that Christmas pageant may have been 

onto something.  I hope that little boy may have been onto something about what humanity is like, at least as it is revealed at 

Christmas. 



As bad as we can be sometimes, deep inside all of us is a place that longs to welcome the Christ Child. Deep inside all of us is a place 

that longs to receive the Good News of peace and goodwill.  Deep inside all of us is a place that longs to be kind, even when it would 

be easier not to be.  At least I hope that’s true. 

And I find that I particularly hope it at Christmas. 

Ginger, Andrew, Matthew as well as Annie and Dottie (the dogs) join me in wishing all of you a Christmas that finds the place deep 

inside us that longs to welcome what is good, longs to receive what God has planned, and longs to be kind to all living creatures, on 

this night and all the nights to come. 

Agape, 

 

BISHOPôS TRAVELS..... A 

Traveler... 

walking to 

you, with 

you and 

among 

you... 

11/19 Work at Food Bank with Congregation of St. Paulôs, Newport 

11/19 Vestry Meeting at Ascension, Frankfort 

12/1 Reading Camp Steering Committee at Our Saviour, Madison County 

12/2 Visitation at St. Peterôs, Paris 

12/2 Visitation at Advent, Cynthiana 

12/3 Presided at Ending of Pastoral Relationship at Ascension, Frankfort 

12/15 Executive Council Meeting at Mission House 

12/16 Visitation at Nativity, Maysville 

12/16 Ordination of Janey Wilson to Priesthood at St. Markôs, Hazard 

 


