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(Mt 1:1-25; Lk 2:1-14,15-20) 

 The Gospel of Luke tells us that when the shepherds outside Bethlehem 
were keeping their night watch over the sheep, “The angel of the Lord appeared to 
them and the glory of the Lord shone around them” (Lk 2:9).  The light of heaven 
began to shine above Bethlehem,1 and then suddenly a great choir of the heavenly 
hosts appeared, proclaiming the Glory of God which descends to earth as Peace for 
men of good will.  This marks the moment that Mary gives birth to her child.     

 The angel tells the shepherds to go find the new-born baby wrapped in 
swaddling clothes and lying in a manger, because there is “no room at the inn” (Lk 
2:7).  When pilgrims visit Bethlehem, they are taken to a site that shows what the 
houses were like in the time of the Bible.  The guide explains that “inn” does not 
refer to some kind of motel or hostel, but rather to the main part of the house where 
people dwell.  Bethlehem is a very hilly area, and most houses, especially ancient 
family estates, were built out from a cave.  People lived in the front area, while the 
cave served as storage or a stable for the livestock.  Because there was no room at 
the main “inn,” and because Mary was nine months pregnant, she and Joseph used 
this back area, where the feeding trough was conveniently converted into a crib.   

 It is striking to me how the circumstances of the birth of Jesus, 
providentially arranged by God in Bethlehem 2022 years ago, serve as a pattern for 
Christian families to imitate ever since.  The house was crowded with people – 
family and relatives – who had to sleep wherever they could.  This is exactly what 
occurs in my own family every time we celebrate Christmas, for as long as I 
remember, and I’m sure for many of your families as well.   

 In order to full celebrate Christmas, families must travel and crowd together 
in someone’s home, very often that of the grandparents.  Caesar Augustus, in 
fulfillment of God’s providential plan, unknowingly caused this future tradition 
when he issued the decree for a census to be made (Lk 2:1), which forced Joseph 
and Mary to travel.   

 Joseph was from the tribe of Judah, and this tribal region is located south of 
Jerusalem.  In the time of Jesus, when the Roman empire ruled the world, the 
Judahites, or “Jews,” were by far the largest of the original twelve tribes of Israel, 
and they lived in many different areas, including many foreign countries.  Joseph 
himself was living and working in the northern region of Galilee, in a town called 
Nazareth, when the edict went out for the census.   

                                                 
1 This heavenly light may well be related to the “star” seen by the Magi, which appeared at the birth of the King of 
the Jews, and which spurred their journey to find him (cf. Mt 2:7).   
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 Even though Jews moved away from their original home territory, they 
never lost sight of who they were, and where they were from.  Today we can think 
of young adults who may go to college out of state.  They tend to keep their home 
state driver license, and consider where they grew up to be their “true home.”  This 
sense was very deeply ingrained in God’s People of the Old Testament, even if 
they lived in another place for a long time.  Their official or legal home will always 
be the tribal territory of their ancient family clan.  Jews kept meticulous records of 
their family ancestry.  Joseph never lost sight of the fact that he was from a 
distinguished clan within the tribe of Judah, the same clan that gave rise to the 
Kings of Israel.  Joseph was of the “house and family of David” (Lk 2:4), whose 
city was Bethlehem.   

 Mary and Joseph were therefore not staying in some public motel.  They 
were staying with relatives, in an ancestral home, likely that of Joseph’s father 
Jacob, where his grandfather Matthan had also lived, and Eleazar before that, and 
Eliud before that (Mt 1:15).   

 To celebrate Christmas, we too must gather in our “family heritage.”  In the 
first Christmas, the promise of salvation which God made to our father Abraham 
(cf. Lk 1:68-79) was fulfilled in the birth of the Christ child.  In our own families 
the promise of salvation continues to be born today through each new successive 
generation of Christian families.  Christmas is a time to celebrate our ancient 
heritage and tradition, and hand on that covenant to the next generations.  
Christmas would not be the same without the children and new babies, the 
grandchildren and great- nephews and nieces.   

 Christ, who was born in the world 2022 years ago, continues to be born 
sacramentally today in our lives.  The glory of God which shone above the town of 
Bethlehem, shines today in our faith and good works, and in the devotion of our 
households.  The Glory proclaimed by the angels continues to be sung in the music 
of Christmas, and in each Mass throughout the year.   

 Let us also “go in haste to find Mary and Joseph, and the infant” (Lk 2:16), 
and after joyfully “keeping all these things” (Lk 2:19) with our families deep 
within our hearts, let us return “glorifying and praising God for all we have heard 
and seen, just as it has been told to us” (Lk 2:2:20). 

 


