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“I’ll Be Home for Christmas”

“And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger,
because there was no place for them in the inn.”

“I’ll be home for Christmas; you can plan on me”

The words of that classic song echo the desires of many people who have embarked on journeys
home to share the joy of Christmas with their families and loved ones.  It may have been a short trip
across town, or an hours-long car ride, or a trip across the country or around the world; but no matter
how far they may have traveled, the destination is always the same: to be home for Christmas, to be
in the place “where the love light gleams” as we gather “with snow and mistletoe and presents under
the tree” on this most holy night.

I’ll Be Home for Christmas has been a beloved Christmas song ever since it was recorded by Bing
Crosby in 1943; but as we listen to its lyrics, we hear a far different message than we might at first
listening.  The song is sung from the point of view of an overseas soldier during World War II, writing
a letter to his family.  In the message, the soldier tells his family that he will be coming home, and to
prepare all of his favourite things for his arrival.  But the song ends on a melancholy note, because
sadly for this soldier, “I’ll be home for Christmas – if only in my dreams.” 

While many of us will be fortunate to be home for Christmas to share the joy of this day with our loved
ones, many people will find themselves this evening in the place of that soldier – home for Christmas
only in their dreams.  They may also be serving in the military in a far-away place, facing life-
threatening dangers on an evening when we celebrate the one whose birth was hailed as bringing
“peace on earth among those whom [God] favours.”  They may be trapped in a place where they are
unable to travel back home, living in darkness on a night in which the one who is the “light for all
people” is born.  They may be estranged or alienated from their families, no longer welcome in the
homes where they once gathered in years past on this “silent night, holy night” to share in the good
news that “Christ the Saviour is born.”  For many people this evening, being home for Christmas will
only be in their dreams.

But even though they may not be in the homes they desire on this Christmas night, the message of
this evening is that they are not homeless or alone; because God’s Word calls us this evening to
focus on a family who also wasn’t home for Christmas.  As the birth of their firstborn son approached,
Mary and Joseph were probably looking forward to giving birth in the comfort of their home,
surrounded by family and friends who would gather to rejoice in this new life and to assist the new
parents in adapting to having a newborn child.  But their plans were suddenly disrupted by “a decree
[that] went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.”  This Roman census
was both intended to get an accurate count of the population of the wide-ranging regions of the
Roman Empire and to impose the harsh Roman taxes on those who were living under the occupation
of the Empire.  While modern-day censuses are usually quite easy to complete (filling out a form that
can be mailed or completing an online questionnaire), in the Roman world “all went to their towns to
be registered,” returning to their ancestral homeland.  For Mary and Joseph, this meant that they had
to abandon their plans to giving birth to their child in the comfort of their home and making the difficult
journey “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because
he was descended from the house and family of David.”  Not only was this trip arduous and
uncomfortable, especially for a woman in the final stages of her pregnancy, but when they arrived in
the city they discovered that it was so crowded that there wasn’t even any room “in the inn,” no place
for them where travelers were normally spend the night, no guest rooms in any homes, not even a



space on the floor of a single room peasant home.  Since there was no place in any of these sleeping
areas, when the time came for Mary to deliver her child “she gave birth to her firstborn son and
wrapped him in bands of cloth and placed him in a manger,” which was a feeding trough or stall in a
barn.  Mary and Joseph did all they could to give their child a loving birth – wrapping him in
“swaddling clothes” was a common practice that demonstrated maternal care (“I was nursed with care
in swaddling cloths.” – Wisdom of Solomon 7:4) – but as they looked around them at the lowly place
in which their child was born, Mary and Joseph might also have been longing for home, because on
that holy night being home for Christmas was sadly only in their dreams.

But in their disappointment in not being home for Christmas, to give birth to their son in the comfort
and familiarity of their home in Nazareth, all that they had experienced was very intentional.  In both
the gospels of Matthew and Luke, the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem and the lineage of Joseph establish
Jesus’ claim to the title “son of David.”  In the Second Book of Samuel, the Lord makes a covenant
with David that “the LORD will make you a house.  When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with
your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will
establish his kingdom.  He shall build a house in my name, and I will establish the throne of his
kingdom forever.” (2 Samuel 7:11-13).  In naming Caesar Augustus at the beginning of the account of
Jesus’ birth, Luke compares the Roman emperor who was widely acclaimed as the “bringer of peace”
with the child born in Bethlehem who is the true “Prince of Peace.”  Even though they were no able to
be home for Christmas to give birth to their son, in being forced to journey to Bethlehem Mary and
Joseph are agents of the fulfillment of the prophecy of Micah that “you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,
who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel,
whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.” (Micah 5:2).  All that Mary and Joseph had to endure,
all of their disappointment and discomfort, was to fulfill God’s promises that through the birth of their
child in that little town of Bethlehem “the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”

Mary and Joseph were not home for Christmas, but the birth of their son would mean that no one
would ever again be homeless on this day; for the child born of Mary is the fulfillment of God’s
promise of the coming of Emmanuel, “God is with us.”  To the “shepherds living in the fields, keeping
watch over their flocks by night,” it was the good news proclaimed by the angels that the Lord was
making his home with them, for “to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the
Messiah, the Lord.”  To Simeon and Anna, who had been keeping vigil outside the Temple in hopes
that they would experience the fulfillment of God’s promises, the appearance of the Christ Child was
the occasion “to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of
Jerusalem,” for “my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all
peoples” (Luke 2:30-31, 38).  For Zacchaeus, whose occupation made him unwelcomed in the homes
of his neighbours, it was the good news announced by Jesus himself that “I must stay at your house
today.” (19:5).  For all people, the good news of Christmas is that we are at home on this night and all
nights, because in his birth God has chosen to make his home among us in the birth of the child of
Mary.

· “O holy child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray.  Cast out our sin and enter in, be born in
us today.  We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell.  Oh, come to us, abide with
us, our Lord Immanuel!”

Whether we are home for Christmas or home only in our dreams, we sing in confidence that God has
chosen to make his home with us, for the message of this night is that “the Word became flesh and
lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and
truth.” (John 1:14).  In Eugene Peterson’s The Message, it is the good news that “the Word became
flesh and blood, and moved into our neighbourhood.”  God in Christ has chosen to make his home
with us: “for the LORD has chosen Zion; he has desired it for his habitation: ‘This is my resting place
forever; here is will reside, for I have desired it.’” (Psalm 132:13-14).  No matter how far we may be



from the homes we have known, we live in confidence that God is with us always for in Christ God
has chosen to make his home with all people.

· “Thus we should receive him joyfully, as here the angels say: ‘To you is born a Savior.’  Is it
not a great and marvelous thing that an angel should come from heaven with such good
news?  Is it not a wonder that afterwards so many thousands of angels are filled with
overflowing joy, which makes them desire that we should also be glad, and should receive
such grace with thankful hearts?  And therefore we should write this little word (with flaming
letters) in our hearts: ‘To you!’ and should joyfully welcome the birth of this Savior.” – Martin
Luther, Sermon for Christmas Day, 1544.

“I’ll be home for Christmas.”

Whether we are actually at home this Christmas or home only in our dreams, we are truly at home
because in Christ God has made his home among us.  If home is the place where we are loved, the
place where we belong and are always welcome, then our home is with our Saviour who is born to
dwell with us, who came upon this midnight clear to make his home among us, especially among
those for whom home may seem to be a distant dream:

· “And you, beneath life’s crushing load, whose forms are bending low, who toil along the
climbing way with painful steps and slow: look now, for glad and golden hours come swiftly on
the wing; oh, rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing!”

Hear the angels sing: we are all at home this Christmas, because Christ has made his home with us!
Amen.


