Good morning. I am seizing on this opportunity to talk about a topic that I have wondered about for many years, and which the clergy I have asked to address it have sidestepped. I asked "what must Mary have thought of giving birth in a stable, with only Joseph and a donkey there to help?" I'm sure that every woman here who has given birth can attest that childbirth is not a walk in the park, and that the help and support of people who know what is happening, who can encourage the mother, especially a new mother, is really important. 
Mary had accepted Gabriel's announcement to her, and although it troubled her she called herself the handmaid of the Lord. A far better preacher than I has wondered how many maidens Gabriel approached with that same greeting, only to be sent away with the Holy Spirit, the one who would overshadow Mary, still with him. But Mary said yes, and nine months later found herself on a donkey traveling about 50 or 60 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem. Not a day trip. When she and Joseph arrived, as we well know from the story in the Gospel of Luke, she gave birth. I can imagine her screaming at Gabriel -- "You didn't tell me about THIS PART! You said "the Lord is with thee--well, I want a midwife with me! I want my mother with me!! I want help!" And I imagine, because Gabriel had assured Mary that no declaration is impossible with God, that Gabriel hustled his feathers and called upon angels to get to Mary's side and give her the help and encouragement that every mother needs and wants. And I also believer that those angels are ready to help any of us when we feel alone and without succor. 
But wait!! There's more!! As I read Luke's story of the nativity in preparation for this morning, I turned to my Greek New Testament and a book called Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes. by Kevin Bailey. There are some words used in the familiar translation, and some preconceived notions that we bring to Luke's narrative that could use a second look. 
First, the journey. People did not travel alone in the ancient world, so during the 8 to 10 days -- more if you consider the Mary's bathroom breaks -- it might have taken to travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem,  Mary and Joseph were surrounded by friends and relatives going to the same place for the Census decreed by Caesar Augustus. Luke does not say that Mary gave birth as soon as they arrived in Bethlehem, but rather he uses a tense of the verb  to indicate a duration of time -- "It came to pass while they were there".  So I believe that Joseph, a man of high stature "of the House and lineage of David"  and undoubtedly well used to staring down many a snarky resident of Nazareth, had ample means and time to find a suitable place for them to stay. 
Then there's the phrase "no room for them in the Inn". The Gospel of Luke uses two different words which are both (in most cases) translated as "inn". In the parable of the Good Samaritan the Samaritan takes the wounded man to a "pandocheion": This Greek word means a place where anyone is welcome and where one pays for lodging: a hotel or an Inn. In the nativity story Luke says that there was no space for Mary and Joseph in the "Kataluma", which is a guest room. Luke uses this same word for the room Jesus sought out for the Last Supper --"Where is the guest chamber where I and my disciples may eat the Passover?".  The author of the Gospel of Luke certainly knows the difference between a room in a house used for guests and a Motel 6, and this knowledge changes how we might look at the nativity. 
The manger where Mary laid her newborn son was, in all probability, a bowl-shaped indentation in the floor of the main room of the house, because animals were housed for the night in the same building as their owners, only on a lower level. Think of St. Andrew's (with much lower ceilings) with livestock housed in the undercroft during the night. This level of the building would end about where the last three pews and the narthex are. The manger, on this level, allowed the larger animals, the cows and oxen, to be fed at the height of the floor of the main building where the family lived and where that guest chamber would be.  The smaller animals -- the sheep and goats and donkeys -- were fed at the lower level. Some other family was occupying that guest chamber when Joseph and Mary arrived, and so they shared the main living room with their hosts.  Open floor plans are always useful! 
Instead of being directed to a distant building to spend the cold night with the ox and the ass, Mary and Joseph were welcomed into the home of a Bethlehem resident, where word of Mary's going into labor would bring a midwife and other women to help the young girl with her first birth. 

So here we have two interpretations of the birth of Jesus. And whenever we feel somewhat alone or abandoned or in transition,  if we think about those who surround us--telling us we are doing just fine--we can take strength and comfort from their presence. They may be angels, they may be human. Perhaps they are both. 
Amen. 

