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Believing Into the Good Story
By Thomas Worth

“Believing into the Story”—what does it mean? You who are participating in this project will hear me use this phrase repeatedly to describe the theme of our project. In one sense, it may take us the whole five months of the project to lay hold of this idea, but let me share with you some of the meanings that believing into the story has for me.

Too often the Bible has been used only as a source book for moral or doctrinal teaching. It is useful for these things, as both liberal and conservative believers can attest. Conservatives seek authority and guidance from Scripture and they get it. Liberals seek example, symbol and moral lessons from Scripture and they get that too. And the grace of God does manage to penetrate both these agendas and lay hold of people, because Jesus never turns away the person who truly comes to him—but all too often both approaches amount to do-it-yourself religion.
I am convinced that we need more than Christ’s good example. If all we have to go on is the interior question, “What would Jesus do?”, we are poor wights indeed. We are called and invited to more than imitation; we are invited to participation. Again, we cannot learn the gospel properly just by becoming familiar with the events and sayings in Jesus’ life. We are called to be more than observers; we are called to be participants. 
How does this happen? Well, I am convinced that it will happen as we make a serious and intentional effort to penetrate the Story of the gospel. We all love a good story. This Story that has captured our attention happens to be the truest story of all time. It tells of how Reality himself came into our world and lived among us. Because it is the story of Jesus, it in itself has the power to capture our hearts, minds, imaginations. We can sink ourselves down into this story. We can clothe ourselves with it. We can live in it. This is not escapism. Far from it! It is coming home.

Our faith is like a young sapling. We need to plant our faith in the rich soil of the Gospel Story. There the heart and imagination of our faith is fed and nourished. We need deep roots in the Gospel—this living account of the One who truly lives. We need to put the Gospel into practice, but too often we have faltered because we were not rooted and grounded in the goodness of the Good News, the Spirit of Jesus. We need to live out from the Gospel. But first we must believe into it. That is what this project is about. If we are planted properly, we will grow—grow in ways the farmer hardly knows how!
Hannah’s and Mary’s Songs Compared  (2 pages)

See what parallels you can find on this page. On the next page are mine. –T. Worth
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The Fullness of Time

By Thomas Worth

“But when the fullness of the time was come, 
God sent forth his Son, made of a woman…”  
Galatians 4:4, AV
Now Mary and Joseph make this long journey 

and at the end of it

no one is ready for them.

They themselves are not ready for His birth.

Mary’s labor pains are probably induced 

by the long ride on the back of a donkey,

the jolting and swaying, the up and down, 

and now at the end of it,

Mary tells Joseph that her time is at hand…

the fullness of time.

He looks anxiously from house to house, 

this place and that,

even the caravanserai, the inn, is too crowded 

and there is no room for them.

The little town of Bethlehem is overcrowded 

by tired visitors, come for the census, 

feeling jerked around by the Romans,

feeling the nuisance, the upheaval, and no one has time

for this weary couple in the fullness of time.

They find (or maybe someone finds for them) a stable,

perhaps a cave where farm animals are kept.

There in the night, on a pile of straw,

wishing for better, 

but having to make do with what they have,

Mary gives way to the contractions 

that will not be delayed or postponed—

the Child will come now and that is all there is to it—

in the fullness of time.

Mary gives birth in the cold night, in the stable,

perhaps no longer caring about the squalid surroundings, 
caring only to get it over with.

And Joseph is the anxious and inadequate midwife,

wondering how in the world things ended up like this. 

And it is the fullness of time.

Again, making do with what they have,

they take the feeding trough, the manger, 

and use it for a basinet for the Newborn.

His coming seems so accidental, so incidental, so random… 
in the fullness of time.

This is the time chosen from the foundation of the world;

this is just what God imagined, or foresaw, or even planned.

He knew the Good Shepherd 

would come to His sheep as a Lamb.

While His people were harassed and helpless, 

like sheep without a shepherd,

then would He come in the fullness of time.

He would take the anxious feeling of being caught short,

the time when we wonder what to do next, 

this time of embarrassed helplessness,

the time of being ashamed of panic and poverty 

and transfigure it—

by coming to dwell with us right here in this time—

and make it beautiful, 

make it His time, the fullness of time.

Listen to the Shepherds

By Thomas Worth
Christmas, 2001
We spent our nights with the eternal silences,

The deep dome of heaven lit with all the multitudes of stars.

Did we ever consider that God Almighty

Had looked at that same sky with Abraham our father?

That the upward look into the infinite

Was as close as you could get

Toward seeing the extent of God’s promise?

Who among us had ever counted all the stars?

The vast depth of heaven did not oppress us 

As it might some proud soul 

Threatened by forces, and light and joy beyond his control or ken.

We considered the heavens and felt quite small,

But it was a comfort because we knew

We were small and that our God was greater

Than all the greatness stretched above us.

We had our place and it was a low one and we accepted it.

Yes, David was a shepherd,

And so were Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

But now our calling, Bible known and Bible honored,

Was no longer honored by those who taught in synagogue and temple

Because we hardly ever came to hear them.

We couldn’t—we were out in the fields night and day.

We could not keep the Sabbath as closely

As those who dwelt in town and village,

Who honored the shepherds of the Bible 

But despised us as men on the margins of God’s salvation.

We had heard the story from the Scriptures,

Told around the campfire,

Of David, little regarded by his brothers,

Relegated to keeping sheep,

Away from the important happenings of the family and the town.

Yet he was called and compelled to come 

To the feast by the prophet Samuel

Who refused to sit down and eat before he came.

But no one would wait for us.

None troubled that we were not at table.

No matter.  These fields were David’s fields.

These glens and pastures were grazed by David’s sheep.

This night sky was David’s sky a thousand years ago.

These hills heard the sweet singer of Israel

As much or more than did the walls of Bethlehem town.

Only once were we called to come to Bethlehem.

Only once did we leave our flocks like David did

In response to a divine summons—only once, 

When the Angel of the Lord stepped out of David’s sky

And stood shining in the night

And confided to us news of a great gladness

That would not be limited to a certain caste or race

But would be for all people.

We trembled and quaked as we stood before the angel,

But he comforted us and said, “Fear not!”

Those words still live within us like the walls of a strong fortress.

We heard with our own ears the glad tidings

That a Savior had just been born in Bethlehem

That the Lord Messiah had come at last.

The angel gave us a sign to look for:

A baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.

As wonder upon wonder from on high tumbled down

Upon our hearts with this great news,

(The meaning of it all hardly beginning to sink in)

Suddenly great companies of the forces of heaven stood with the angel.

Like the sound of many waters,

 Armies of angels sang in perfect unison in our dialect,

With such joy and triumph, such worship and fierce love to God 

That their unforgettable song shall always ring in our hearts.

“Glory to God in the highest

And on earth peace, good will towards men!”

The angel did not command us to go and see the child,

But the news was irresistible.

Otherwise why would he have given us the sign?

He knew we would go and seek for Him.

When the angels were gone we talked it over.

Surely the Lord had called us to go and see.

So we went and looked where we thought He might be.

The sign implied He would not be in a normal house,

So we checked the stables we knew.

Checking stables was easier than knocking on doors

In the middle of the night.

As shepherds, we had all looked for stray sheep

But that was out in the wild and this was in town.

As we drew near we had the sense 

That things were not what they seemed to be,

That somehow they were reversed,

That we were the ones who were lost

That in seeking the child we were looking for our Shepherd.

When we saw Him lying in the manger

It was if we had been found.

Wondering, Joseph and Mary received us into the stable.

It was set into a hill with a cave at the back.

It was filled with the usual inhabitants:

A cow, a donkey, a milking goat, a couple of sheep

And a few doves and pigeons in the rafters.

There on one side in a place swept and strewn with new straw,

Was Mary lying down on a pallet,

 Exhausted from childbirth and a long journey,

  And Joseph standing by the Child in the manger. 

We told them of the glad tidings of the angel.

We begged forgiveness for the intrusion

But felt we had been summoned to come and see.

Joseph and Mary gave each other knowing looks 

And Joseph smiled and said yes,

He reckoned we had been called to come.

The awkwardness gave way to worship

As we knelt before our new born king—

Our shepherd come to claim us.

To keep them from the cold, 

We gave them some of our blankets

Woven from the wool of our sheep.

We gave Mary curds made from the milk of our sheep

And some of the bread we were accustomed to eat in the fields.

We have seen many newborn babies in our time,

And newborn lambs without count

 And every entrance into this world is a marvel and a wonder.

But this was different.

It was as if within this cave

The heavens opened in a greater way

 Than the night sky that had just held the heavenly host

 And had shone with God’s glory.

Here in this stable the heavens were truly opened.

And something in our hearts opened as well.

Now we began to sing and to praise God,

Now we were joining with the heavenly choir!

This newborn Baby lying in a manger

(Just as the angel had told us)

Unlocked the gates of our hearts

And opened the doors of our mouths.

The angel made us seekers,

But the Child made us messengers.

After seeing Him,

We couldn’t help but praise and glorify our God—

We couldn’t help but tell any one who would listen

Of all that we had seen and heard.

We had thought that we had been excluded from the feast,

But God opened heaven and found us where we were

On that hillside outside Bethlehem

And used angels to invite us into town

And though there was little ordinary food that night,

Our hearts have been feasting ever since

On the great banquet spread for us 

In the coming of our Saviour.

He has made us His messengers to all,

Even to those who feel stuck out on a hillside somewhere

Stranded on the nightshift,

Who feel their place in this life

Somehow excludes them from coming to the feast.

When our Lord Jesus came to us all 

That cold, wondrous and starry night so long ago, 

He spread a table that will fill us with the life of God—

He prepared a feast to which all may come.

Come, all things are now ready!

Hurry!  For now we find that as we prepare to partake afresh,

The prophet refuses to let us eat until you get here!

Luke 1:46-55, NIV


46 And Mary said:





“My soul glorifies the Lord


47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,


48 for he has been mindful


of the humble state of his servant.


From now on all generations will call me blessed,


49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me—


holy is his name.


50 His mercy extends to those who fear him,


from generation to generation.


51 He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;


he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.


52 He has brought down rulers from their thrones


but has lifted up the humble.


53 He has filled the hungry with good things 


but has sent the rich away empty.


54 He has helped his servant Israel,


remembering to be merciful


55 to Abraham and his descendants forever,


even as he said to our fathers.”








1 Samuel 2:1-10, NIV


1 Then Hannah prayed and said:





“My heart rejoices in the LORD;


in the LORD my horn is lifted high.


My mouth boasts over my enemies,


for I delight in your deliverance. (salvation)





2 “There is no one holy like the LORD;


there is no one besides you;


there is no Rock like our God.





3 “Do not keep talking so proudly


or let your mouth speak such arrogance,


for the LORD is a God who knows,


and by him deeds are weighed.





4 “The bows of the warriors are broken,


but those who stumbled are armed with strength.


5 Those who were full hire themselves out for food,


but those who were hungry hunger no more.


She who was barren has borne seven children,


but she who has had many sons pines away.





6 “The LORD brings death and makes alive;


he brings down to the grave and raises up.


7 The LORD sends poverty and wealth;


he humbles and he exalts.


8 He raises the poor from the dust


and lifts the needy from the ash heap;


he seats them with princes.





“For the foundations of the earth are the LORD’s;


upon them he has set the world.


9 He will guard the feet of his saints,


but the wicked will be silenced in darkness.





“It is not by strength that one prevails;


10 those who oppose the LORD will be shattered.


He will thunder against them from heaven;


the LORD will judge the ends of the earth.





“He will give strength to his king 


and exalt the horn of his anointed.”








1 Samuel 2:1-10


1 Then Hannah prayed and said:





“My heart rejoices in the LORD;


in the LORD my horn is lifted high.


My mouth boasts over my enemies,


for I delight in your deliverance. (salvation)





2 “There is no one holy like the LORD;


there is no one besides you;


there is no Rock like our God.





3 “Do not keep talking so proudly


or let your mouth speak such arrogance,


for the LORD is a God who knows,


and by him deeds are weighed.





4 “The bows of the warriors are broken,


but those who stumbled are armed with strength.


5 Those who were full hire themselves out for food,


but those who were hungry hunger no more.


She who was barren has borne seven children,


but she who has had many sons pines away.





6 “The LORD brings death and makes alive;


he brings down to the grave and raises up.


7 The LORD sends poverty and wealth;


he humbles and he exalts.


8 He raises the poor from the dust


and lifts the needy from the ash heap;


he seats them with princes.





“For the foundations of the earth are the LORD’s;


upon them he has set the world.


9 He will guard the feet of his saints,


but the wicked will be silenced in darkness.





“It is not by strength that one prevails;


10 those who oppose the LORD will be shattered.


He will thunder against them from heaven;


the LORD will judge the ends of the earth.





“He will give strength to his king 


and exalt the horn of his anointed.”





Luke 1:46-55


46 And Mary said:





“My soul glorifies the Lord


47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,


48 for he has been mindful


of the humble state of his servant.


From now on all generations will call me blessed,


49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me—


holy is his name.


50 His mercy extends to those who fear him,


from generation to generation.


51 He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;


he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.


52 He has brought down rulers from their thrones


but has lifted up the humble.


53 He has filled the hungry with good things 


but has sent the rich away empty.


54 He has helped his servant Israel,


remembering to be merciful


55 to Abraham and his descendants forever,


even as he said to our fathers.”





I have drawn lines between the phrases and words that correspond between the songs of Hannah and Mary. It is amazing how the songs of these two women are similar. Mary was much more aware of her place in the cosmic purpose of God; Hannah, as far as we know, was more aware of a personal triumph and yet her song is messianic—it contains the first mention of the Messiah, the Anointed, the King.  –T. Worth








