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Reflection The Real Christmas Eve 

As I prepared a Christmas message for you today, I started by reading the scriptures that tell 
the Christmas story.  I was struck this time reading it by how little it tells us about the events 
around Jesus’s birth.  So I did some research and I came across a NT scholar named Ken Bailey 
who lived 50 years in Israel and Palestine and was studied history and anthropology which is to 
say, he studied what the new Testament says about Jesus, what was going on around Jesus 
when he was alive and what it may have been like living at that time.  He helped me fill in the 
blanks about what some of the details around Jesus’ birth might have been. 
 

Our first very short passage from Luke tells us that Joseph was called to Bethlehem to be 
counted in the census.  That he took his fiancé who was very pregnant.  There was no room for 
them to sleep when they arrived in Bethlehem so she had to have her baby in a stable with the 
animals.  Ken Bailey helps fill in all that isn’t said here.  First of all, I was curious about 
Joseph.  Who was he, why was he in Nazareth if he was from Bethlehem?  There are a lot of 
theories, but here is one I came across that made sense to me.  We learn elsewhere in the Bible 
that Joseph was a widower with several children. Grown children.  So maybe he went from 
Bethlehem to Nazareth to start over.  He was a carpenter so maybe there was work there.  At 
any rate he was in Nazareth and someone matched him up to Mary for him to get 
remarried.  We also know that she got pregnant, not by Joseph and he was honorable and took 
care of her.   
 

Because he was from Bethlehem, he had to be counted there.  Bethlehem was 80 miles from 
Nazareth.  And they had to walk.  Ken Bailey guesses that took between 4-7 days.  4 if they 
were walking at a good clip.  5-6 if Mary was a little slower or 7 if there really was a donkey in 
tow…because donkeys are slow.   
 

So they get to Bethlehem.  If Joseph was called to Bethlehem to be counted and his family was 
from Bethlehem, we can surmise a couple of things.  First, Joseph had family in 
Bethlehem.  Grown children, probably sisters and brothers and possibily even his 
parents.  Second, other family members who had migrated outside of Bethlehem were also 
traveling back to be counted. So there would have been homes to stay in, people to stay with. 
And there would have been clans gathering.  A little like some of our holidays actually. 
 Ken Bailey describes what the houses were like in Bethlehem at the time for the “average” 
family.  It would have been a 2-3 room dwelling.  One room being the kitchen/gathering area 
and one a sleeping room.  And if they were doing well there may have been a second sleeping 
room.  The houses were enclosed with fences and the family animals..which usually amounted 
to a sheep and donkey and goat) were tied up in the fence to the side of the house with hay 
and a trough to drink and eat out of.  A paddock of sorts. Joseph from Bethlehem and Mary 
from Nazareth were probably traveling to stay with family.  And the house was already full of 
travelers traveling to be counted.  And with all the people in this small house, there was no 
private place for Mary to rest or to give birth for that matter.   So it makes sense that they 
might clean out the paddock, just outside of the main house, and create a cozy place for Mary.   
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I picture the women of the house fussing over this young woman.  Bringing her food, boiling 
water, preparing her for the birth.  I can picture them holding her hand telling her to breathe, 
midwifing the birth of the baby Jesus.   
The noise from the scene in Bethlehem created nervous excitement in the house.  The animals 
in the compound restless and making noises.  And then a new noise is heard.  The cries of a new 
baby.  And all take a deep long breath and sigh. 
 

And Jesus was born 
 

After he was born, that night in Bethlehem, I’ll bet it was chaotic just as many of our christmas 
mornings will be.  He was probably crying a bit and making a fuss.  The women were running 
around tending to Mary and the baby.  It was probably quite a ruckus cooking and getting 
everyone fed while they celebrated with Joseph. 
 

And then the next part of the story is told.  The story of the Shepherds. 
Lets talk a little bit about what that looked like.  Now Bethlehem is located in the Judean 
mountains 6 miles outside of Jerusalem. In the time of Jesus there were approximately 300 
people living in and around the village of Bethlehem. One important think to know about it is 
that it is located on a strategic aquifer. Water source.  In fact it was the aquifer that created the 
pools that supplied water to Jerusalem.  Furthermore, the water created a very fertile 
area.  Which created land that even now provides the perfect climate for almond and olive 
trees.  And it provided grassy hillsides.  For shepherds to graze their sheep.  Enter the 
shepherds of this story.  What a crazy thing to have a vision of Angels telling shepherds about 
the birth of such an important baby.  And then they are guided to a small dwelling, where a 
baby and mother were cuddling just outside the house.   
 

Or maybe in the grassy green area where they were tending their sheep, above a small village, 
the shepherds heard a ruckus and a baby’s cry, and revelry, and came down to see what all the 
fuss was about. A house that was probably still lively with guests.  And they caught glimpses of 
a paddock with a beautiful young woman nursing a baby in her arms. A site to behold in the 
middle of the night. 
 

But there is more 

And around the same time a group of Magi traveling through Bethlehem stopped heard the 
ruckus and stopped by as well.  The term Magi is a person term particular to the Zoroastrian 
religion, a religion practiced just to the east in Persia.  It sort of means Priest but not 
exactly.  But it did mean an important leader of the faith.  A faith that relies heavily on 
astrology.  Of reading the stars and making predictions. Zoroastrians believe that god is in each 
one of us.  
 

  
Now remember that Jerusalem is just 6 miles away from Bethlehem and there is a trade route 
that leads from the east through Jerusalem through/by Bethlehem to the southern areas of 
North Africa.  So it makes sense that trekking Magi might pass right though Bethlehem along 
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the route from Jerusalem to North Africa.  They would hear the ruckus and the baby cry and 
might feel moved to share their gifts and their theology that a piece of God is born into the 
world through this child. Divinity exists in every child that is born. And that would have been 
the message they shared with  Mary and Joseph as they visited them and shared their 
gifts.  That their child was Divine. 
  
These possible details make the story more interesting for me.  But   
The important part was and is that a baby was born.  And every baby that is born changes the 
family and in fact the world.  Jesus changed the world in profound ways.  Normally when a child 
comes into the world it is the parent’s job to be their best selves to show the child how to 
be.  We don’t know a lot about Jesus’ childhood, but in the end, Jesus came into the world to 
show all of us how to live a good life. how to honor each other and how to honor creation. 
  
 That baby has brought us together this day.  That baby has brought family in from far and 
near.  That baby reminds us how to live our best lives.  He reminds us who we are and who we 
are meant to be. Whether you believe in the story literally or symbolically. 
  
On this Christmas Eve I invite you to reflect on how your life has changed the world, on how 
you have lived your best life and how you have touched the lives of others.  How you have 
taken care of creation.  How have you been grateful for the precious life you have.   
  
To you parents and grandparents, you have seeded the world with new life and hope.  Thank 
you for that. Reflect on the gifts you have been given with these children.  Reflect on the ways 
you have guided them and continue to guide them to live a whole and Holy life. Reflect on how 
you honor your own life and all of creation in ways that model the life we are meant to live. 
  
For you children and grandchildren, your lives are so very precious to us parents and 
grandparents.  In what ways have we shown you how to make a good life?  In what ways are 
you thankful and grateful to us?  How will you show your gratitude?  I suggest hugs…lots of 
hugs 

  
The Real Christmas Eve begs the question…what are you doing with this one precious life?  Take 
inventory so that when 2023 comes in a week, you can adjust.  Whatever that means to you. 
Spend some time recognizing how extraordinary this gift of your life is. Every human has a spark 
of the divine in them. Seek your spark, kindle your spark, and be a light that shines in the 
darkness.  This night and all nights. 
 

Merry Christmas 

Amen 

 

 

Reference: Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels. Ken Bailey. 
2008. 


