
THE INNKEEPER’S DILEMMA 

Haven House         Ann Glover O’Dell 

 

Scripture: 

Luke 2:1-7 

 

In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be 

enrolled.  This was the first enrollment, when Quirinius was governor of Syria.  And all 

went to be enrolled, each to his own city.  And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from 

the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he 

was of the house and lineage of David, to be enrolled with Mary, his betrothed, who was 

with child.  And while they were there, the time came for her to be delivered.  And she 

gave birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a 

manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 

 

There is no room at our inn for a man and a woman about to give birth to their first child.  Too 

much responsibility.  Too much unpredictability.  Too much trauma.  What if something goes 

wrong?  With Prissy in Gone with the Wind we can say, “law, Miss Scarlett, I don’t know 

nothin’ ‘bout birthin’ no babies!” 

 

Besides, all the rooms of our inn are full.  All the rooms of our lives are filled with predictable 

people—people we are acquainted with, people who, if they aren’t regular boarders, have come 

many times before and can be depended on to make their reservations in advance, behave more 

or less properly, and pay their bill in full. 

 

Total strangers this couple is.  And probably penniless.  I’ve never seen them before.  I know 

nothing about their background, their family connections.  They seem like transients, just passing 

through town.  The local authorities should be handling cases like this.  Instead, here they are at 

my door.  No vacancy!  My inn is full!  I keep repeating…and repeating…and repeating.  Why 

do I sound like I’m trying to convince myself?  It really is true!  All the rooms are taken!  I 

haven’t even a place as big as a broom closet in which to put a pallet and give another soul a 

place to sleep.  If I did, I would.  And yet why do I feel such a compelling concern for these 

strangers at my door?  Is there something in me that wishes I would somehow make room for 

them?  Is there something in me that secretly thinks something new and different and exciting 

might happen to me if I were to participate somehow in helping to bring a new life into the 

world? 

 

I don’t live on a farm.  I don’t have a barn or stable.  I live in town—in a proper little town house 

that doubles as a moderate bed and breakfast.  The only space not taken is the cellar—the 

unheated, partially finished area where we tend to store things we are not presently using, things 

which have temporarily or permanently lost their usefulness, things which are broken or dirty or 

which are awaiting being disposed of.  That’s the only place where there might be space enough 

to stretch out. 

 

Once upon a time an innkeeper gave permission for some strangers to use his barn.  He did not 

turn them away.  Had he, they would not have taken the liberty of using his property, even his 



cattle stall, to rest, against his will. God gives us all an out.  Abraham was not dragged out of Ur 

kicking and screaming.  He made the choice and consented.  Moses did not become the 

marionette of a master puppeteer.  He made the choice.  Mary was not impregnated against her 

will.  She made the choice.  She consented.  Joseph was not ordered to be Mary’s husband.  He 

made the choice.  He consented. 

 

The innkeeper was not obligated to find a place for the latecomers.  He made the choice.  God 

does not force himself upon us.  His design will be carried out and it will be carried out through 

those who, in the freedom of their individuality, choose to cooperate with his plan. 

 

The birth was going to occur.  There was no stopping that.  A place, some place, somewhere 

would be found.  The innkeeper had a choice. 

 

Mary and Joseph arrived too late to get a room at the inn, but their lateness in that regard did not 

preclude the birth.  The birth was going to take place regardless.  Births do take place 

regardless—in taxicabs, on airplanes, etc.  When babies are ready to be born they don’t check 

out anyone else’s time table.  They have a schedule of their own. 

 

Our birth, the God-event in us, will take place—in this life or the next.  We have the freedom to 

choose in which life.  We are faced with the same dilemma as the innkeeper—a full house and 

no place to install a labor room.  We do have a shabby cellar, a refuse catcher that we have used 

to store all sorts of unwanted thoughts and attitudes and emotions that we haven’t been able to 

get rid of that have collected over the years.  We can say to these strangers, “all right, you can 

look around down there and if you can find space to lodge, help yourself, even though I can’t do 

anything about making a place for you.”  But that’s all that needs to be said. 

 

Mary and Joseph made do very nicely with what they found in the lean-to out back in 

Bethlehem.  And our inner pregnancy will find the same in us.  All we need to do is listen for the 

urgent plea for lodging and grant it.  Mary and Joseph did not request the local OBGYN or even, 

as far as we know, a mid-wife to assist the delivery of the baby.  Nature has a way of taking care 

of t hose natural kinds of things.  The spiritual pregnancy with us needs absolutely no assistance 

from anyone, even us.  All that is needed is our permission to let it happen—on its own time 

schedule.  We can’t name the day any more than biological parents can predetermine the exact 

date of birth of their natural children.  All we can do is give permission for it to happen in us.  

That’s all we can do; that’s all we need to do.  To listen to the inner birth pangs and realize that 

birth, not death, is taking place within us.  And allow it to happen. 

 

Our own inner Godchild cannot be born in one of our decent rooms.  That would leave the 

closets and the cellars and the storage rooms just the way they are—still cluttered with the 

unredeemable castoffs and stowaways of a life of effort—a life spent trying to permanently rid 

ourselves of the undesirable qualities we have found in our spiritual houses.  The God birth in us 

does not require a sterile, germ-free room.  The god-event, miraculously, creates a totally new 

house.  The bod-birth transforms all the refuse corners of our lives into new and useful parts of 

our personality.  The God-birth must take place in the darkest, dirtiest, more undesirable part of 

us in order to transform that part and all the other parts as well.  And the Good News is that we 



need not search out and determine which is the part of us that most needs transformation.  Again, 

all we need do is hear the request to let the birth take place in us and say yes to the process. 

 

The innkeeper heard the request as a pleas for space—a place to rest.  All his rooms were filled.  

There was no more space.  He caught a glimpse, however, of the idea that “all things are possible 

with God” and thought a little more and used his imagination and found a place.  The same 

question is being asked of each of us today—not by strangers knocking on our front doors, but of 

a strange and yet vaguely familiar voice that is trying to get our attention inside.  And we have 

the same choice as the innkeeper.  We can deny the voice, disallow the process—or we can listen 

to the voice until we hear how fervent is the plea and understand that all it is asking from us is a 

‘yes’ to allow the birth process to take place.  

 

 Our ‘yes’ means we, too, are going to birth a baby—a very special birthing event is going to 

take place in us.  Our very own Godchild is going to be born in us.  And when that happens we 

will, like Mary, ponder many wonderful things in our heart. We will experience our own glory 

and our own peace and in that experience we will have discovered God in a way we never 

dreamed possible.  And we will sing with the angels of old, “Glory be to God!  And peace to 

men on earth!”  
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