How to use these studies

The study in front of you now is adapted from the 2014 Illuminate material. It is designed to be
used by youth & young adult groups, small groups, or families to journey together through the
Gospel story over the course of a year.
Illuminate Camp is based on a practice of ‘storying’, recapturing the stories behind the Bible
texts we have heard so many times. It is an inherently community–based practice, involving
reading the narratives together and participating in discussion as a group. The aim is to hear
the stories as if it was the first time; to try and put aside the years of knowledge you have
accumulated and hear them fresh.
To get the most out of these studies, we recommend the following process:
•

Get a group of friends to journey through these stories together. These studies are also
ideal for family groups. (While it is possible to do these studies solo, we cannot oversell
how much better they will be if you do them as a group)

•

As a group, read aloud the original Bible texts, based on the references below.

•

As a group, read aloud the Illuminate re–write.
◊ As you hear the story, make notes of things that stand out to you and questions that
you have.

•

If possible, read the original texts again, perhaps in a different translation.

•

Discuss the stories as a group. Use the supplied questions as a guide, but don’t be afraid to
follow the discussion. Explore the stories wildly, asking every question that comes to mind.

•

Pray together. Included in each study is a small Experience station that can be used as a
guide for prayer and reflection, either as a group or individually.

We hope that you find this material as encouraging and stimulating as we did on camp. If you
were on camp to hear these stories, we hope you find something new this time through. The
Gospel stories are rich and complex, and no two times reading them are ever the same.

Episode 1: Mary & Joseph

Intro

The divine narrative of the Gospel story kicks off with what could, with some careful editing
and a laugh track, be a romantic comedy. Imagine this in a movie trailer: Joseph is a typical
builder living in Nazareth. He’s about to marry Mary, the love of his life, when he discovers…
she’s pregnant. After some hilarious misunderstandings, Joseph and Mary reconcile and…
yadda yadda yadda. Throw in a perpetually unlucky and dolorous best friend and I think we’re
on a winner.
It’s easy to forget how human Mary and Joseph both were, and what a big deal this story
actually is. We remember that Mary could have been stoned to death for becoming pregnant
outside of marriage. But we sometimes forget the simple truth that Joseph loved Mary (Matt
1:19 states “[Joseph] did not want to expose her to public disgrace” (NIV) despite his complete
legal and moral right to do so), and would have been floored by this perceived betrayal. This
story is more than just the mechanics of how the divine Christ came to be wrapped up in a
human body. This is a story about courage, grace and, above all, deep and pure romantic love.
It’s a perfect overture to the Gospel story.
Access a video version of this introduction at vic.youthvision.org.au/GodWithUs

Bible References
Luke 1:26; Matthew 1:18–24.
See also: Leviticus 20:10 for the punishment for adultery.
See also: Isaiah 7:14 for a prophecy of the virgin birth.

Story

The town of Nazareth was preparing for a wedding. The streets were being cleared of debris,
animals were herded back into the houses, farming equipment was neatly packed away, and
the open spaces of the town were filled with tables arranged around a fire pit. Meat already
hung over the fire, filling the area with the smell of herbs. Wine jars were stacked neatly by
the houses, overseen by an uncle of the bride who shouted frustrated commands at his sons
to get them to work quicker. The tables were laid with cups and plates, and from every house
nearby there drifted the smell of new bread, baked ready for the evening’s celebrations. In a few
hours, the bride and groom would emerge from that house by the square and the feast would
commence, with most people in the small town eating and drinking in celebration. There was
only one problem.
“You’re what!?”
Inside the house by the square, Joseph son of Heli, the groom of the day, paced back and forth.
The others in the room with him watched cautiously. The best man chewed the corner of his lip
to keep from speaking, and the bridesmaids hovered nervously at the back of the room. And in
the middle of them all was Mary, the bride, tears on her cheeks, fists clenched at her sides.
“Don’t make me say it,” Mary asked softly. Joseph glared at her.
“Tell me again,” he insisted, his voice as icy as the Autumn breeze outside.
“I’m pregnant,” she said, voice about to crack. This wasn’t how this night was supposed to happen.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this. “A messenger came from God, and the child was conceived by
the Holy Spirit. I was never... unfaithful to you.”
Joseph whirled. “Oh yes?” he snapped, and quoted, “‘The virgin will be with child.’” He glared
at her. “I know the Scriptures too, don’t insult me.” He wrapped his arms across his chest and
stalked to the door. “God doesn’t have plans for people like you and I. You’re not a hero from
ancient times.” He shouldered the door open and stormed out into the street. The best man
followed him into the cool twilight.
Joseph strode through the square, heedless of the people who tried to congratulate him. The
best man ran to catch up with him.
“Joseph,” he said softly. “We have to tell someone.”
Joseph stopped so suddenly that the best man stumbled further along the road before turning.
Joseph stood in the empty street, staring into the distance.
He dragged Mary into the street, with her shouting protests and crying, but he kept a firm grip on
her arm. She was smaller than him, weaker, and it was so easy for him to throw her at the feet
of her father. He shouted for all to hear that she was pregnant. He roared his fury to the sky. The
crowd dragged Mary to the elders at the town gate. The old men leant on sticks and sat on benches,
listening to Joseph’s anger forced into words. With a nod, they gave the order to the townsfolk.
Joseph was handed a stone, heavy and rough. He only hesitated a moment before he hurled it. Mary
lay on the ground, her wedding gown ruined and bloody. She looked so small as Joseph stood, arms
crossed, watching. He was vindicated. Justice was served.
The images, the ideas of what could be, hurt Joseph so much that he gasped.
“No,” he said hoarsely. “We tell no one.” He licked his lips, thinking. “Go to her father. Tell him I
am unable to meet the bride–price. Tell him the two of us will not be wed. Do it quietly.”

So that night, when the guests arrived in their wedding cloaks and best tunics, they were politely
instructed to return to their homes.
The town of Nazareth was silent when it should have thrummed with music and cheers. And,
in separate beds in separate houses, Joseph and Mary slipped into uneasy sleep, late into the
night.
The next morning, as Mary’s uncle contemplated what on Earth he was going to do with all this
wine, he was interrupted by Joseph racing through the square towards his ex–bride’s house.
Joseph stumbled through the door, ignoring the questioning looks he received from Mary’s father
and the animals in eating from their mangers, and up the stairs to the living area. There, he
found Mary sitting up on her mattress, rubbing sleep from red–rimmed eyes.
“Joseph?” she asked, astounded.
Joseph knelt beside her. She stared at him, unsure about this sudden reappearance, before he
took her hand in both of his. “I’m so sorry,” he told her softly. “Last night... I saw a messenger,
same as you did. It told me exactly what you said. I...” He hung his head. “I’m ashamed that I
didn’t believe you.”
Mary reached out and gently touched Joseph’s cheek. He raised his eyes and saw her trembling
smile. “I forgive you,” she said softly. He smiled back.
“The angel also told me the name of our son,” he said softly. “His name will be Jesus.”
Mary’s breath caught in her throat as this news cascaded over her. She drew herself back,
wrapping her arms around her elbows, and stared at the ground a moment. Joseph watched
her, concerned, but then she raised her head and smiled. “The Messiah,” she said to him.
“God with us.”
Joseph nodded, the firm line of his mouth breaking into a smile to mirror hers. “Our little boy,”
he agreed.
Mary thought of little else as the town was once again rallied to the wedding.

Questions
•

Which part of the story stood out to you? What made that stand out?

•

Who did you relate to in the story? What was it about them you related to?

•

Is there anything about this story that you hadn’t considered before?

•

Describe how Mary and Joseph felt during this episode.

•

Joseph is described in Matthew 1:19 as being a “righteous man” (NRSV). Traditionally, this
phrase has also been translated as a “just man”. What does it mean to be righteous/just
in this setting?

•

Joseph found himself in a situation where the rules of his culture were in opposition to his
understanding of love and grace. Have you ever been in a similar situation?

•

What role does grace play in our romantic and/or non–romantic relationships?

•

Have you ever felt unworthy to take part in God’s plans?

If you were a camper on Illuminate…
• What do you remember about hearing this story
on camp?
• Compare that to your response hearing it now. How is
your reaction different?
Did you notice the same things? New things?

Experience

You will need:
•

A pile of stones (ideally fist–sized and rough, but any stone will do)

Have each participant take a stone from the pile and sit with it in their hands. Use it as a focal
point while you reflect on the following (either printed out for participants to read, or spoken by
the group leader):
We live in a world that values justice: the fair and appropriate punishment
of wrongdoings.
God values justice, but values grace and mercy far more.
When we are hurt, it is easy to seek justice. But God asks us to extend
forgiveness to the people who have done us wrong, especially when
forgiveness is difficult. Through forgiveness, we extend the love of God to
others just as it has been extended to us.
Pray together, thanking God for his mercy and grace that is extended to all of us, no matter what
mistakes we have made.
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