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 If I were thirteen and 9 months pregnant with a child that didn’t belong to the man that 

I was marrying, I would be a little bit afraid. If I were thirteen and 9 months pregnant with a 

child that didn’t belong to the man that I was marrying and I was headed off to a city where I 

would probably meet distant relatives of the man I was marrying, I would be a little bit afraid. 

And the same can be said for Joseph.  

 I mean, maybe, just maybe, they had been able to be subtle about this pregnancy. I 

don’t know… But now, here they were, taking a trip that could very likely induce labour… and 

there is no way they could be subtle about this pregnancy anymore. They might have been just 

a little bit afraid… which is how we naturally feel when we’re heading from one unknown to the 

next…  

 And perhaps they were just a little bit tired… Physically tired from their journey and 

emotionally tired from the conversations they were having… or the conversations they were 

not having – because sometimes it’s just as exhausting to NOT have conversations, right? 

 And Mary and Joseph, perhaps a little afraid and a lot tired… Or a little tired and a lot 

afraid, come into Bethlehem and they have a hard time finding a place to rest, let alone have a 

baby.  

I’ve read a few different things in this last few weeks about where Joseph and Mary 

actually ended up that night. Like I said on Sunday, it may be that they were in the resting place 

of the shepherds and the sheep that had been kicked out to watch their flocks in the field that 

night… It also may be that they weren’t in a stable out back behind an inn… It may be that they 

were actually in the main room of a house. You’ll notice that our NIV 2011 translation says that 

there was no room for them in the guest room. This is based on a better understanding of the 

Greek word that other translations translate as ‘inn.’ Here’s an image of a typical Palestinian 

home where the ‘guest room’ and the ‘family room’ and the ‘stable’ are all actually attached. 

And the mangers are there right between the family room and the stable.  
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And because there was no room for them in the guest room, they may have actually stayed in 

the regular family room, laying the baby in a manger.1 

These interpretations, at the very least, mess up our nativity scenes… As does the other 

theory that the ‘stable’ that Jesus was born in may have actually been a cave. In fact, the 

Church of the Nativity is built on top of the place where Jesus is said to have been born… and 

that place was originally a cave.  

 

First and second century writers, Justin Martyr, and Origen of Alexandria, said that Jesus was 

born in a cave.  

So, cave, stable, sheepfold, family room… I am not going to get too hung up about 

where exactly this happened, but what I do want to say about all these places is that no matter 

what it was made of – wood or stone… no matter how many people or animals were there 

                                                        
1 https://www.psephizo.com/biblical-studies/once-more-jesus-was-not-born-in-a-
stable/?fbclid=IwAR322HK0nDi3WvOGb0NwN5RvFM53Hnio1a0GcQPPbbmsE8PKNXkUsUDlbQA  
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witnessing the event… Joseph and Mary’s entry into it was an entrance into an unknown space 

and it took courage to take those steps into that space. 

I read a quote recently from Joseph Campbell, who, when he was alive, was a professor 

of literature at Sarah Lawrence College. He said, “The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure 

that you seek.”2  

The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure that you seek. And insofar as Mary and 

Joseph were human and afraid, they had a cave to enter… whether it was a literal cave or not is 

beside the point. That cave (or “cave”) held the treasure that they sought, because, of course, 

Jesus was the greatest treasure the world could ever hope to find. 

There are so many ways that Jesus is the treasure of this world, but I want to think this 

morning with you about how Jesus is Rest. Now, obviously, a newborn baby means anything 

but rest… but in that first day or two after a baby is born, there is a kind of rest… The baby 

sleeps a lot. And in this image of Mary and Joseph and Jesus there is a kind of rest that I see 

here.  

 
This baby would grow up to say:  
28 Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.29 Take my 
yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light. (Matthew 11:28-30) 
 

                                                        
2 As quoted by Brene Brown, Dare to Lead, p. 58. 
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Rest. It’s what Mary and Joseph needed, and it’s what you and I need as well. On all 

sorts of levels, you are tired. I am tired. We need rest from our labours. On all sorts of levels, 

you are afraid. I am afraid. We need rest from our fears. Could it be that the cave we fear to 

enter holds the treasure that we seek?  

I wonder what caves you are afraid to enter, as you look ahead to this new year. 

Conversations you don’t want to have, appointments you don’t want to go to, commitments 

you don’t want to make, people you don’t want to see. They’re all kinds of caves. Caves that 

you fear to enter. I wonder what it would be like to enter them and to find treasure there… to 

find Jesus there… to find his Rest there. 

For the longest time, I have felt called to take on the spiritual discipline of contemplative 

prayer – sitting in silence, focusing on my breathing (in for four, hold for seven, exhale for 

seven), being in the presence of God, returning my wandering thoughts again and again to a 

prayer word, like ‘Jesus’ or ‘Maranatha’ or ‘Hallelujah’… No writing. No reading. No sermonizing 

or philosophizing. Simply sitting and breathing in the presence of Jesus. And I have been afraid 

to go there. Afraid to stop. Afraid to not have anything to show for my devotional time. Afraid 

of feeling like I was wasting time. It has been a cave that I’ve feared to enter. 

But, sometimes it’s best to enter scary caves with other people… and so four months 

ago during my first week of my doctorate of ministry course, my professor invited all of us to sit 

together each day for 10 minutes in silence. And I haven’t stopped since. Almost every day, I sit, 

now for 20 minutes, in contemplative prayer. 

Now, I am a very young learner when it comes to this discipline. I know that it takes 

years of practice and work to learn this discipline well. My mind races. I chase many rabbits. 

The other morning, I was praying in our chair in our room next to Tim. Tim was in bed and he 

said, “Are you sleeping?” “No,” I said. “Because your breathing seemed to switch to sleep-

breathing.” Hm, yup. Got me. 

But from time to time, I experience this 20 minutes not just as a stopping, but as a deep 

resting in Jesus’ presence. A treasure in the cave… A deep rest that isn’t just for me, but a rest 

that metabolizes throughout my day in such a way that I am able to be more attentive to the 

treasure of Jesus all around me – in everyone I meet… in every cave I am called to enter. 
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In just a few moments, the choir is going to sing a version of the song, “God Rest Ye 

Merry Gentlemen.” The fact that we’re singing this song is part of why I moved us in this 

message toward Rest today… But I decided to look up the history of this song and I learned 

something I had never known. Because of the way the English language has changed over the 

years, what we hear when we sing, “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” is very different from what 

the English peasants heard and meant when they first sang this song 500 years ago.3  

God – stays the same through the ages. 

Ye – changes to You – we already knew that one 

Gentlemen – People – gender inclusive language 

Merry – actually didn’t mean ‘happy’ or joyful. Think of Robin Hood and his ‘merry 

men’… but merry then meant ‘great and mighty’. “In the middle ages, a strong army was a 

merry army, a great singer was a merry singer, and a mighty ruler was a merry ruler.” So, “God 

Rest You Mighty People.”  

And finally Rest - - - now, get this, when this song was first written and sung, ‘Rest’ 

actually meant ‘to keep’ or ‘to make’… and then, of course, to make it perfectly clear, we add a 

comma after mighty…, “God make you mighty, people!”  

 And I actually love the thought that joy and strength come together in meaning (merry 

and might)… and that rest and making/keeping come together in meaning (rest and make). It 

reminds me of Matthew 11 and Jesus’ invitation again… This time, I’ll read it from the Message. 

 “Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and 
you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work 
with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything 
heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and 
lightly.” 
 

 May Jesus – the greatest treasure the world has ever known – be our rest and our 

work… our joy and our strength… 

 

                                                        
3 http://www.acecollins.com/books/storiesbehindchr.html  

 


