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I find hope in the story of the stable.  In fact, one of the things I’ve been longing 
for this year is a little stability.  I’d like a little more absence of drama.  I’d like to be able 
to take for granted a freedom or two. I’d like some peace and stability. 

That is something that the winter holiday traditions can give us.  There are 
rituals and gatherings that happen every year.  

Sort of.  The thing about all that traditional stuff is that it changes.  The epicenter 
of solstice and Christmas for me used to be Minnesota.  Every year on Christmas eve 
we’d go to my grandfather and grandmother’s house for my dad’s side of the family, 
and then on Christmas day we’d go to my godfather’s house for a celebration with my 
mom’s side of the family.  Every year, never changing.  Except that it was always 
changing.  The elder generations slowly passed away.  My cousins and I grew up.  Then 
I’d get to Minnesota every other year.  Or then every few years.  And then not at all.  
And none of those houses where we’d gather are in the family anymore.  Traditions 
came and went.  For a while there was a Polish tradition that I never quite learned the 
name of — There would be a big kind of communion wafer disk of bread.  You know, 
bread like a really thin and brittle piece of styrofoam.  And it would be broken and we 
would each get a piece and we’d go around the room having others break pieces off of 
our pieces as we gave them our wishes for love and happiness for Christmas and the 
New Year.  A beautiful tradition.  An old tradition, too, I think.  But it only entered my 
family when I was older and then, truth be told, we only really did it a few years.  The 
blessings and wishes were always there, but the traditions we used to share them, how 
and where we would share these blessings — that was always changing.  It is always 
changing.

This isn’t a sad story, really.  There were practices and people that passed away, 
but there were also new people always coming along and different practices.  New 
nieces and nephews came along.  And now some of them are getting old enough that 
they are bringing along boyfriend/girlfriend/friend-friends to gatherings.  New faces, 
new interests, new insights, new wonders.

That story about the stable?  It’s not all that stable.  I always thought that Jesus 
was born out in some stable shed or barn out back someplace.  But it turns out that 
story was a story people in the west grafted onto and over the story from the middle 
east.  In the gospel of Luke, it doesn’t say there’s no room at the inn.  It says there’s no 
room in the guest room.  A humble home in a place like Bethlehem always had a guest 
room.  Luke uses the same word—guest room—to describe where the last supper takes 
place.  Only when Jesus was born, 
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everyone was returning home to be registered 
for a new tax being imposed by the empire, 

so the story goes, 
and so with everyone coming to town, 
the house that Mary and Joseph came to 
was already full, evidently.  So they put Jesus in a manager—the manger is normally 
used to feed the animals and it’s right in the house.  Because you brought your animals 
in a night, right into the house.  And it’s crowded and they made room where it might 
not have felt like there was room.  They improvised.  They laid him in a manger.  Right 
there in the middle of a crowded house of poor people in a humble village.  In the 
gospel of Matthew, where we find the story about the magi or kings who come looking 
for the new anointed one? where do those magi find the child?  In a house.  “They 
entered the house saw the child with Mary…”  Matthew 2.11.  

Does this mean I have to give up the stable?  I’ve done some fact-checking, 
learned about first-century homes in the middle east, learned that hospitality was a core 
value of that culture.  Does that mean I have to give up the stable story?

It means I have to give up a story about a stable told from a western perspective 
that fails to recognize the culture of hospitality and the living conditions of poor folk in 
the middle east.  

The story of the stable is not a story of stability.  The story of the manger, of the 
child celebrated by both lowly shepherds and learned magi is a story of change, 
renewal, reversal.  It’s a story of hope and love reborn in a time of empire and strange 
new tax laws that are keyed to enrich the already rich.  It’s a story of resistance and 
strength found in a recognition of the holy in the lowly.  

And it’s not just one story we can learn this from—that story of Mary and Jesus 
from the Qur’an? That’s a story that says the traditional way of thinking about who is 
good and who is not, what makes for a good woman? It’s not what you think it is.  
When we encounter the unwed mother, instead of judging her, we should encounter her 
with compassion and wonder and do our best to honor her.  Maybe it takes the miracle 
of a talking baby boy to get us to do this.  Or maybe we can even let go of a traditional 
and long-stable story of maleness and privilege and listen to her when she tells her 
story — listen when she says #meToo and hear it with love as true.  Stability is not the 
goal of love and hope and truth.  

Let’s not get stuck in the stable.
The truth is that the story of truth and love and hope isn’t a story about stability. 

And that’s because it is a story about truth and love and hope.  Love is never a story 
about remaining unchanged.  Hope is never a story about remaining unchanged.  Peace 
is never a story about remaining unchanged.  It’s only when we are willing to let go of 
what we think of as stable that we can give ourselves to the work of life and healing.  
That we can give ourselves to one another.  
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I close with a prayer from 

Rev. Dr. Rebecca Parker, Theologian in Residence, 
All Souls Church Unitarian, Washington, DC

that I’ve adapted just a little. 

May we tell the un-stable stable stories.  

[May] We [tell the story of] the Magi,
Observers of stars,
Evidence-based seekers
Who found their way to kneel before a baby.

May we, too, kneel before life’s intricate mysteries
Following the path of science-based searchers for truth

[May] We [tell the story of] Mary, 
Birth-mother of a revolutionary prophet 
The fetus in her womb a surprise, 
Her choice a decision to magnify her hope,  
The birth difficult, 
Attended by a beautiful diversity of animals, 
And a rag-tag gathering of vulnerable people. 

May we too, kneel at the cradle of earth’s dreams for peace 
And dedicate ourselves to revolutionary love. 

[May we tell a story of] Joseph, 
Unexpectant father, 
Who embraced the baby as his own 
Believing that every child has a God-given entitlement to love and care. 

May we too, stand by the women and children of this world 
When patriarchal privilege and power threaten their freedom 
And put their well-being at risk. 

[May we tell a story of] the Angels 
Singing in a cold night to the over-taxed poor, 
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Promising peace and goodwill to all. 

May we echo their song in acts of solidarity and justice 
For all souls—refugee souls, green souls, disabled souls, 
Black souls, young souls, transgender souls.  
May we join the bold, holy movement  
To bring heaven to earth.  

May the Morning Star brighten our hope for a new day, 
And may laughter strengthen all our prayers. AMEN 


