
 

BIBLE STORIES 
Sheep and Shepherd 
 

 Before there was Godly Play and 

Jerome Berryman, there was Sofia 

Cavalletti, a Montessori teacher who 

taught poor children in the Vatican of 

Rome.  She found that the Shepherd and 

Sheep stories brought the children great 

comfort.  In fact, Cavalletti felt that the 

shepherd and sheep stories were the only 

Bible stories suitable for children up to 

the age of about 10.  This is also the age 

at which I recommend starting work 

with Discovering Our Faith Through 

Worship Sharing, a collection of 

foundational quotes. 

   

The Sheep and Shepherd stories most 

closely parallel the work of Jerome 

Berryman and the Faith & Play of 

Friends General Conference because we 

all go back to Cavalletti roots. Through 

playing these gentle stories together in 

intergenerational settings, adults as well 

as children may enter the story for the 

first time. By manipulating the materials 

while listening to a story, each 

participant will have the freedom to hear 

and decide, to accept, reject, or change 

the story.  Thus, we are also becoming 

accepting, understanding, even tolerant 

of one another’s points of view. 

    

 Before introducing the materials, make 

or purchase an attractive storage 

container.  In their book, Young Children 

and Worship, Jerome Berryman and 

Sonja Stewart suggest that these 

containers be golden boxes.  I enclose 

the play figures in a canvas, storage bag.  

Mark the side of your box or bag with a 

symbol, which identifies contents for 

non-readers.  

A clearly marked storage container helps 

young children put away materials for 

the next person.  The attractiveness of 

the container indicates that these toys are 

to be used in a careful manner. 

  

 If you are storyteller, practice telling the 

story that you select. Or, you can ask an 

older child to read the story as you move 

play figures.   

    

If you wish, order a set of play figures 

from Mary Snyder at:  

dutchhavenf38@gmail.com 

As Sofia Cavaletti suggested, there is a 

small storybook in the storage bag so 

that all materials are in one place.   

   

Deeper understanding will occur for 

everyone involved with repetition of the 

story each week for four to six weeks.  

Depending on the interests of  the 

children, follow-up art and writing 

activities may be changed or presented 

as choices after each telling of the story.  

Ongoing art, play, and drama responses 

also work well. 

 

Using Play Materials 

Psalm 23 is a good introduction to 

shepherd and sheep stories and to the use 

of the figures. 

 

1.  Store materials on a high shelf 

because they are to be used with care 

during special times.  Once children 

have been introduced to the contents of 

the box or bag and have learned how to 

play through the stories, you may want 

to place the container in a more 

accessible learning center or on a lower 

shelf.  A series of bags may be 

suspended from child-height knobs 

along a storage wall.  

 

2. Demonstrate taking the box or bag off 

the shelf.  Show how to carry the 

container with care. Sit down smoothly 



 

and put the closed box or bag in the 

middle of the circle or between you and 

your child.  Reflect a moment. 

 

3. Get ready for the story.  Before taking 

out the materials, invite children to talk a 

bit about their own experiences of care.  

Some possible questions to precede 

shepherd and sheep stories include: “I 

wonder how you find food…  Water?  

A place to live?  I wonder who takes 

care of you…  I wonder if you have been 

afraid…  I wonder who might help you 

if you were  

frightened.  I wonder what someone 

could do to help you if you were 

frightened…” 

 

3. Show children the bag or box.  In the 

case of a bag, you might say, “I have 

something to show you.”  Move slowly.  

“This is a special bag.”  Show your 

audience the symbol on the side of the 

bag to identify it.  “I wonder what this 

might be?”  Listen to, but do not 

contradict the children’s ideas.  

“Mmmm, you have good ideas.” 

 

4. Open the bag or box with an air of 

mystery.  (At this point, most groups of 

children need a reminder to stay seated, 

to look, to watch and to listen.)  Bring 

out pieces one at a time and wonder 

about their use.  “Oh look, here is a 

green cloth.  I wonder how this cloth 

might be used…”  Smooth out the felt on 

the floor or table in front of you while 

the children guess what the green piece 

might represent.  “Do you think there  

is something else in the container?”  

(More guesses.)  “Ah yes, here is a piece 

of blue felt.  What might it be?  And a 

piece of brown, jagged looking felt.”  

Smooth each piece on the floor and 

wonder together about their uses.  Once 

the three pieces of felt are placed on the  

floor or table, take out one sheep.  “Oh 

look, this is a sheep!  This sheep is 

named Geoffrey.”  And carefully hand 

the sheep to Geoffrey to hold.  “And 

here is another sheep.  This sheep is 

called Lucas.”  Hand that sheep to 

Lucas.  Continue until each child has a 

sheep to hold and, possibly, move with 

the story. 

 

5. Read or tell Psalm 23.  As you read or 

tell the Psalm, ask the children to move 

their figures in correspondence to the 

text.  Or, ask an older child to read, 

leaving you free to help manipulate the 

figures.  This works best when the adult 

leader or when a practiced older child  

handles the shepherd. 

 

6. Wonder together.  Some ideas that 

you might use with Psalm 23:  "I wonder 

how  the shepherd takes care of the 

sheep…  What do you think the 

shepherd would do if the sheep were 

frightened? I wonder how the shepherd 

feels while taking care of the sheep…  I 

wonder how the sheep feel as the 

shepherd cares for them?” 

  “Do you have any animals at home?  

Do you help care for them?  How?  

What do you do for your animals?  Are 

your animals ever frightened? What do 

you do when they are afraid?  How does 

it feel to take care of your animals?" 

 

(Please do NOT try to use all questions 

included here the first time you tell the 

story.  Select different queries 

appropriate for your audience each time 

you return to the same story.) 

 

7. Repeat.  If the children want to do the 

Psalm again, redistribute the figures. An 

older child may want to read rather than 

tell the story at this time.  If necessary, 

help the older child handle the Bible and 



 

find the passage.  Or, the children may 

want to play through the Psalm in their 

own way, adding their language, ideas, 

and insights.  Recognize that as they 

rework the story, a most important 

moment happens.  "It is the time of the 

conversation with the Inner Teacher 

when the child reconsiders, without the 

adult, what has been presented and 

enters into its meaning."1 

8. Clean up.  Lead the group in putting 

away materials.  Point out where this bag 

or box will be kept now that it has been 

introduced.  If during play, the shepherd 

and sheep become integrated with other 

toys such as blocks, be certain that the 

story figures are carefully returned to 

their own container.  In some programs, 

they simply have a special, labeled place 

on a shelf. 

 

9. Response Choices.  Response choices 

may be offered before or after the initial 

clean-up.  One response choice may be 

further play with the figures. 

  A second choice may be playing 

through the main idea that you are 

hoping children will discover using other 

toys.  For example, children like to care 

for stuffed animals by building “houses” 

for them from blocks or found objects 

such as cardboard boxes. 

  Additional questions during such play 

might include: “Where does bear live?  

What does bear eat?  How could you 

care for a bear?  How about this frog?  

What is different about it?”   

  The third choice, art, is the most 

frequently used response to the story at 

this time. Whether in a religious 

education program or at home, invite 

children to work out parts of each story 

                                                 
1 Cavalletti, Sofia.  The Religious Potential of 

the Child: The Description of an Experience with 

Children from Ages Three to Six. Paulist Press, 

1983. 

that are important to them in media that 

they have chosen.  Perhaps say 

something like this: “Think about some 

work that you would like to do with this 

story.  Here are some materials. (Paper, 

glue, cotton balls or real wool and 

markers).  What part of the story would 

you like to work on?  How would you 

like to do your work?” As each 

individual tells you his/her idea, ask that 

child to move away from your story 

circle and start working on art.  

Encourage integration of media. 

 

10. Final clean-up and closing.  Ask 

children to put all  materials back for the 

next person, then gather children into a 

closing circle.  Perhaps sing a sheep 

song.  I like to bless children as they 

rejoin their families.  

 

The Good Shepherd  
 

  After at least one repetition of Psalm 

23, go on to the story of the Good 

Shepherd, John 10:1-5.  Again, practice 

telling the story your way before 

working with children. 

 

1. Get ready.  This time, introduce the 

story as a parable.  Make it sound 

exciting and mysterious. Perhaps say, 

"Jesus told stories that are really hard to 

understand.  They are called parables.  

Like all parables, the parable that we are 

going to hear today is a puzzle story for 

us to think about." 

  Some possible questions for review and 

warm-up may include but are not limited 

to: 

  “Does anyone take care of you in the 

way that the shepherd takes care of 

sheep?  Who takes care of you?  Who 

makes certain that you have food?  

Water?  A place to rest?  A place where 

you feel safe? 



 

 

2. Demonstrate taking the box or bag 

from its storage place.  Again, show how 

to carry the container into the circle with 

care.  Reflect a moment.  Before opening 

the container this time, you may want to 

talk a bit more about the fact that the 

story you are going to tell is a parable.  

“You can’t see what is in the bag now.  

Parables are like that, sometimes 

difficult to see.  We need to think hard to 

open a parable so that we can find the 

meaning inside.  Sometimes we have to 

look at parables in many different ways 

in order to understand why Jesus told 

such stories to people.” 

 

3. Open the container.  In the case of a 

box, lift the lid slowly with an air of 

anticipation.  Again, carefully take out 

the sheep, handing one sheep to each 

child with that child’s name.  Then, take 

out the rope sheep pen and ask the 

children to place their sheep in the pen.  

And finally, take out the now familiar 

felt pieces representing the green pasture 

and the blue, still water.  Add the brown 

felt representing the rocky places.  

Smooth these on the floor or table at a 

distance from the sheep fold. 

 

4.Read or tell the story of John 10:1-5 in 

your own words.  The Good Shepherd 

story begins with the thief and robber 

who may be taken out of the container 

before you start to tell the story.(Some 

adults feel that the thief and robber will 

frighten children, although I have not 

found this to be the case.  Rather, they 

seem fascinated.) 

 

5. Wonder together.  Some questions to 

follow this story may include: "Do you 

think the Good Shepherd's sheep are 

lucky?  If you were one of these sheep, 

how would you feel?  Do you think 

Jesus was really talking about sheep 

when he told this story?  Why do you 

think Jesus told people this puzzle story?  

What do you think he wanted people to 

understand?  Do you think that the Good 

Shepherd is a man or a woman?" 

 

6. Repeat the story.  During the second 

telling, I usually have the thief and 

robber come up to the edge of the 

sheepfold, offering candy and other 

goodies to the sheep.  Every once in a 

while, a sheep will jump the fence and 

join the thief and robber.  I usually ask 

the children how the Good Shepherd 

feels when that happens. 

 

7. Clean-up and art; or art, then clean-up. 

 

8. Closing  Gather in a circle for a 

quieting song or prayer before rejoining 

parents. 

 

The Lost Sheep 
  

 The parable of the lost sheep, Luke 

15:1-6, usually follows naturally from 

previous play experiences.  Again, 

practice the story in advance and 

carefully introduce this new parable to 

the children.  Some possible questions to 

ask with the lost sheep might include: "I 

wonder why the shepherd leaves so 

many sheep to look for one that is lost…  

I wonder why the shepherd doesn't just 

buy another sheep… I wonder if you 

have ever lost something special… I 

wonder how you would feel if you lost 

something you cared about…” 

  “Have you ever been lost?  How did 

you feel?  Who came to find you?  How 

did you feel when you were found?” 

 



 

 
 

The Christmas Story 
 

Christmas Stories 
 

    Although I agree with Sofia Cavalletti that children don’t need more Bible until they 

are around 10 or 11 years old, I just can’t resist passing on my play version of the 

Christmas story.  Family play or class use of simple, wooden figures may bring a new 

perspective to the Christmas season.  With my wooden figures, Mary rides on the 

donkey.  These story figures complete with carrying bag and small story book are 

available from Mary Snyder at:  dutchhavenf38@gmail.com 

  Through playing the Christmas story together, you will be inviting children to explore 

their heritage.  As they handle the figures and listen to the reading, all participants will 

have the freedom to hear and understand the story in their own ways.  Individually or in a 

group, children may play with the materials over and over, finding something different to 

say each time. 

 

Christmas Story Using Play Materials 

1. Store the materials on a high shelf  

because they are to be used with care 

during special times.  Once children 

have been introduced to the contents of 

the box or bag and have learned how to 

play through the stories, you may want 

to place the bag in a more accessible 

learning center or lower shelf. 

 

2. Demonstrate taking the bag off the 

shelf.  Show how to carry the bag with 

care.  Sit down smoothly and put the 

closed bag in the middle of the circle or 

between you and your child.  Reflect a 

moment.  Lean forward toward the bag.   

 

3. Get ready for the story.  Before taking 

out the materials, talk a little bit about 

Christmas.   Perhaps say, "Christmas is 

about the spirit of love that we can't see, 

that we cannot buy in stores.  But we can 

feel it." 

  "At Christmas, we are thinking about 

the birth of a baby.  We all have birth 

stories..."  (Usually I ask listeners to tell 

their own birth stories before they hear 

the story about the  birth of Jesus.) Then 

I say, "now that we know that everyone 

has a birth story, we will hear one about 

Jesus." 

 

4. Show children the bag.  Start by 

talking about  

the contents of the bag with an air of 

mystery. Wonder what is in the new bag. 

Show your audience the picture on the 

side of the bag to identify the contents.   

 

5. Tell the story of Luke 2:1-7 in your 

own words.  I start by wondering what is 

inside this mysterious bag.  Carefully, I 

reach in and take out the manger and put 

it down, saying, "I think that this is a 

manger that belongs in a town named 

Bethlehem.  Here is Bethlehem" (as I 

point out an area on the carpet or table 

and place the manger there.)  Then, I 

take out Joseph saying, "And here is 

Joseph who lives far away in Nazareth."   

I then take out Mary and place her next 

to Joseph explaining that Mary and 

mailto:dutchhavenf38@gmail.com


 

Joseph are engaged to be married, and 

that Mary is expecting a baby."  

  To illustrate the idea that Joseph must 

pay his taxes in Bethlehem, the home of 

his father’s ancestors, I often ask the 

listeners to name where they would go to 

pay taxes in the hometown of their great, 

great grandfather. 

  And, I encourage conversation between 

Mary and Joseph.  “What do you think 

that Mary said to Joseph before starting 

such a long journey?  What do you think 

Joseph said to Mary?”  Often children 

will say that Joseph offered Mary a 

donkey to ride.  I then draw the donkey 

from the bag and gently place Mary on 

its back.  I move the figures slowly from 

Nazareth to Bethlehem.  Children watch 

the first time I tell the story and help 

move the figures during subsequent 

retellings of the same story. 

      If I am using the figures on a hard 

surface, I like to knock with the figure of 

Joseph, asking if there is room in the inn.  

The children often reply, "No, no room." 

   And, I always love the end of the 

story.  After Mary and Joseph are settled 

in the stable area, I reach into the bag 

one last time saying, "And while they 

were there, the time came for Mary to be 

delivered.  And she gave birth to her 

first-born son and wrapped him in 

swaddling cloths, and laid him in a 

manger." 

  I have given you some ideas regarding 

the way in which I tell the story.  Be 

certain to practice telling the story “your 

way” before attempting this with 

children. 

 

6.  Retell the story.  This time, give each 

figure to a child to hold and to move.  

Continue to work in a meditative 

manner.   

7.  Wonder together.  Some wondering 

questions and comments that you might 

use following the birth story include:  “I 

wonder how long it took to walk from 

Nazareth to Bethlehem…  I wonder if 

your parents had to go anywhere when 

you were born…  Or, if you are adopted, 

I wonder if your parents needed to travel 

somewhere to find you…" 

  "It is very surprising that the baby in 

this story was born outside the inn.  I 

wonder how  Joseph and Mary felt when 

they were told that there was no room 

for them...  Have you ever expected to 

be welcome someplace, then turned 

away?  I wonder how you would feel if 

such a thing happened to you..." 

  "Do you think the baby Jesus was more 

special than other babies?  I wonder how 

your parents felt when you arrived..." 

 

(Please do NOT try to use all questions 

included here the first time you tell the 

story.  Select different queries 

appropriate for your audience each time 

you return to the story.) 

 

  

8. Repeat  If the children want to do the 

story again, redistribute the figures.  Ask 

an older child to tell the story this time if 

one is able to do so.  Or, the children 

may want to play through the story in 

their own way, adding their own 

language, ideas, and insights.   

  Recognize that as children rework the 

story, a most important moment 

happens.  "It is the time of the 

conversation with the Inner Teacher 

when the child reconsiders, without the 

adult, what has  been presented and 

enters into it’s meaning."2  

9.  Art response:  Whether in a religious 

education program or at home, invite 

                                                 
2 Cavalletti, Sofia.  The Religious Potential of 

the Child:  The Description of an Experience 

with Children from Ages Three to Six.  Paulist 

Press, 1983. 



 

children to work out parts of the story 

that are important to them.  Perhaps say 

something like this:  "Think about some 

work that you would like to do with this 

story.  Here are paper, glue, cotton, and 

markers.  What part of the story would 

you like to work on?  How would you 

like to do your work?"  As each indivi-

dual tells you his/her idea, ask that child 

to move on and start working with art 

materials. 

  In addition to the birth story, the stories 

of the shepherds and wise men work 

particularly well with natural and scrap 

objects.  Many children enjoy building 

their own stable complete with little bits 

of real hay (dried grass.)  Our children 

spent many hours making “castles” for 

the three kings from oatmeal boxes and 

tubes “recycled” from paper towels.  Be 

certain to include natural and  “junk” in 

your art center. 

 

10. Clean up: Lead the group in putting 

away materials.  Replace figures 

carefully in the box or bag.  Point out 

where this special bag will be kept.  

Now, store the materials in such a way 

that the children may return to them over 

and over again--physically, mentally, 

spiritually. 

  If during play, the Christmas figures 

become integrated with other toys such 

as blocks or a sand table, be certain that 

they are returned to their own bag.  

Always handle and care for the materials 

in such a way that demonstrates your 

sense that they are important.      

 

11. Closing:  Sing a carol or join hands 

for a moment of silent remembering. 

 

The Shepherds 
  The story of the shepherds is found in 

Luke 2:8-20.  Again, read the story as it 

is written in the Bible and find your own 

way of telling it. 

  Adding the shepherds to the Christmas 

story requires more figures.  Add angels, 

sheep and shepherds.  You can make 

your own or purchase them.  They may 

be stored in the same bag with Mary and 

Joseph or in a separate container.   

  Some wondering questions that might 

be used after presenting the shepherd 

story are: "I wonder how the shepherds 

kept watch.  I wonder what they were 

doing or what they were thinking about 

when the angels came.  How do you 

think they felt when they saw an angel?  

Have you ever seen an angel?” 

   “I'm not sure if I have seen an angel or 

not.  Sometimes I have been with people 

who seemed like angels.”  Often at this 

point, children will say that they have 

seen angels on television.  When they 

talk about the television angels, I ask 

what sets this person apart from others.  

And finally, “How do you think you 

would feel if you saw an angel like the 

shepherds did?" 

 

 

The Wise Men 
  The third story associated with the birth 

of Jesus is that of the wise men, found in 

Matthew 2:1-15.  Herod, the wise men 

and their camels may also be purchased 

or made.  Some thoughts that might 

accompany the last story include: "I 

wonder if anyone came to see you when 

you were born…  I wonder if they 

brought gifts…  Do you still have any of 

these gifts?  Why do you think people 

bring gifts to new born babies?” 

  “I wonder if you were in any danger 

when you were born?  I wonder who 

protected you from harm when you were 

so tiny…"   

  For adults and older children: "Why do 

you think these beautiful stories are 



 

included in the Bible?  What do you 

think the author of Luke wanted us to 

understand?  Why is Christmas 

celebrated today?" 

   “Whom do we ask when we want 

advice today?  Whom does the President 

ask?  Do we still have astrologers?  

What do you think is the difference 

between an astrologer and a spiritual 

guide?   

 

Closing Note 
  Be patient.  Repetition is necessary.  

The children I taught used the Christmas 

material from September through 

Christmas...and  

then wondered why I wanted to do 

something else! 

 

Resources 

Godly Play: An Imaginative Approach to 

Religious Education by Jerome W. 

Berryman.  Augsburg Press, 1991.  

Berryman lets the reader see the 

profound effects Godly Play has had on 

his life and that of his family. 

 

 Nurturing the Spirit in Non-sectarian 

Classrooms by Aline D. Wolf. Parent 

Child Press, 1996. Good philosophical 

overview.  Although written for non-

sectarian Montessori teachers, guidelines 

for using these sheep and shepherd 

stories are included.       

 

Opening Doors to Quaker Religious 

Education compiled by Mary Snyder.  

Friends General Conference, 1999.  

Creating a sacred space for all ages in 

the Quaker tradition.   

 

Teaching Godly Play: The Sunday 

Morning Handbook by Jerome W. 

Berryman.  Abingdon Press.  Excellent 

diagrams and ideas for designing class 

situations that invite spiritual exploration 

and play. 

 

Discovering Our Faith Through Worship 

Sharing. Compiled by Mary Snyder, this 

booklet features foundational quotes 

from the Bible, George Fox, Thich Nhat 

Hanh.  Techniques remain the same—

reading with responses in art, drama, 

writing, and/or discussion.  Especially 

good for intergenerational groups and 

adults new to Friends.   Includes helps in 

starting a family covenant group. 

 

Faith & Play: Quaker Stories for 

Friends Trained in the Godly Play 

Method  Quaker Press of Friends 

General Conference.  It is hoped that you 

are trained in Godly Play first, picking 

up this booklet second.   

 

Experiencing the Bible with Children by 

Dorothy Jean Furnish.  Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 1990.  Excellent on 

“thinking responses” and “spontaneous 

feeling-and-acting” responses to biblical 

stories.  There is also a fine section on 

child development and how the 

perceptions of children have changed 

since the reader was a child.  The teacher 

choses favorite stories.  

 

Jesus, Who Was He? by Mary Snyder.  

Friends General Conference, 1991  This 

curriculum is very good for those who 

wish to put the quotes and stories of 

Jesus into historical context. It will work 

best if the meeting is doing  inter-age 

worship sharing using Discovering Our 

Faith Through Worship Sharing.  Jesus, 

Who Was He? is another excellent next 

step for those in 4
th

 grade through high 

school as well as those adults who have 

not yet done Bible study.  Drama and 

humor help those who have been 

wounded with past use of the Bible. 


