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Abstract:  
Within mainstream Western culture, historical and theological authenticity are perceived according 

to current notions of religious conservatism. However, there is substantial evidence that in practice, 

historical attitudes were less conservative and misogynistic than is often assumed today. As a result, 

aspects of conservative Christian discourse such as anti-abortion rhetoric benefit from an 

assumption of historical grounding they do not always warrant. This article explores the 

manifestations of these phenomena through recent case law and sociology, and the history of 

religion and medicine in the West. It then relates this to Christian culture and children’s biblical 

reception, taking Jerome Berryman’s Godly Play as a case study. 

 

Using multimodal analysis of Berryman’s verbal and visual text, the article shows how modern 

interpretations of biblical texts introduce misogynistic and pronatalist elements, even to the point 

suppressing the texts’ original egalitarian aspects. It argues that versions of Bible narratives used 

with children inscribe tropes which are cultural and contemporary rather than biblical, and that 

traditional children’s Bible stories demonstrably participate in cultural discourses which promote 

regressive and scientifically questionable views of important aspects of women’s health care. 
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The debate around abortion is contentious, and its ramifications are far-reaching in ways 

which few other social issues replicate. This article will explore the ways that anti-abortion 

rhetoric and Christian children’s materials participate in what journalist S E Smith terms: 

 

a social consciousness that says cis women’s desire to control their own bodies is 

transgressive and wrong.1 

 

And that in so doing, both proceed by erasing women’s interests and personhood, 

collapsing categories, projecting aspects of the present day onto the idealised ancient past, 

and in the case of anti-abortion rhetoric, by co-opting technical discourses from other areas 

of public debate. For this cultural consciousness to be developed to the extent documented 

in scholarship, it must be embedded within cultural practices engaged in from earliest 

childhood, throughout the Christian (or post-Christian) West, and across social classes. 

Religion is undoubtedly one aspect of culture which contributes to this, which is why 

Christian materials for children are of interest; if the rhetoric embedded within them 

participates in the erosion of personhood of any section of the population, this should be 

openly discussed and challenged.  

 

Because this is such a contentious, complex, and important area of ethics and law, it is 

important to specify the scope of what follows. Firstly, this is not an article about morality, 

nor does it enter the debate on how abortion should or should not be regulated. Instead, it 

discusses the rhetoric around the management of pregnancy in the modern Western world, 

and the ways in which patriarchal rhetoric disguises and normalises its fundamental 

objective: the control of women’s bodies and fertility. This rhetoric  associates beliefs about 

foetal personhood with particular positions on the morality of abortion, but neither these 

beliefs, nor the cultural contingency of their association can be discussed here.2 

Furthermore, there is no discussion of what Bertha Manninen describes as ‘the 

phenomenology of pregnancy’: the personal and hugely variable experiences of embodied 

pregnancy.3 

 

Most aspects of reproductive justice fall outside this discussion.4 The racism and social 

Darwinism, the anti-LGBTQ and other discriminations related to many sections of the anti-

abortion lobby cannot be debated here. ‘Woman’ and female pronouns are used to refer to 

 
1 S. E. Smith. ‘Women are not the only ones who get abortions.’ Rewire News, 3 March 2019. 
https://rewire.news/article/2019/03/01/women-are-not-the-only-ones-who-get-abortions/ 
2 See, for example, Peter Wenz, Abortion Rights as Religious Freedom. (Temple, 1992)161 – 89. 
3 Bertha Manninen, Pro Life, Pro Choice. (Vanderbilt, 2014) 50, 64. 
4 See Kamala Price. ‘What is Reproductive Justice?’ Meridians 10:2 (2010) 42 – 65. 
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pregnant persons in an effort to render the arguments legibly, not to erase the fact that not 

everyone who needs pregnancy care is a cis-gendered woman.5 For the same reasons, the 

whiteness, heteronormativity, colonialism, ableism and problematic constructions of 

Jewishness inherent in the children’s materials discussed below are not examined, which is 

not to suggest that these problems are lesser.  

 

This article begins by presenting the subject of its case study, the popular Christian 

children’s resource, The Complete Guide to Godly Play, before exploring the discursive 

practices of the right-wing ‘pro-life’ lobby, and the ways in which it breaks with the 

historical situation. It then discusses the ways that the popular Christian children’s resource 

The Complete Guide to Godly Play echoes these discursive practices. The Complete Guide is 

taken here as a case study: while it is unusual in its careful construction of a distinctive 

pedagogical system, its contents are broadly typical of children’s Bible materials.  

 

Godly Play 

 

Godly Play is a Christian Montessori-inspired method for teaching children. Originally 

designed by Jerome Berryman and the late Sonia Stewart in the 1980’s, it was developed by 

Berryman from the early 1990’s onwards as a sophisticated system for inculturating children 

into ‘the Christian language’ of traditional liturgical practice, Biblical narrative, and 

iconography.6 ‘Stories’ are presented by a story-teller using prescribed objects or 

illustrations, and reciting and enacting a complex ‘script’ comprising a verbal text and 

choreographed movements. Berryman’s Complete Guide to Godly Play currently has eight 

published volumes, of which the first seven have been available during preparation of this 

article: volumes one and five are implementation guides, so not of interest, but volumes 

two, three, four, six, and seven comprise around 15 stories each, and form the corpus for 

discussion.7 

 

The Complete Guide is popular around the world with churches and schools, although in 

Australia, Roman Catholic educators have declared the system inappropriate for Catholic 

educational settings because it theoretically allows children to form their own interpretation 

of the material presented without doctrinal guidance.8 Other studies have focussed on the 

 
5 S.E Smith. ‘Women are not the only ones who get abortions.’ Rewire News 1 May 2019. 
https://rewire.news/article/2019/03/01/women-are-not-the-only-ones-who-get-abortions/ 
6 Jerome Berryman. ‘Godly Play and the Language of the Christian Faith.’ Christian Century 27 March 2019. 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/features/godly-play-and-language-christian-faith 
7 See Anonymous. ‘Materials’, Godly Play UK. https://www.godlyplay.uk/materials/ 
8 Jan Grajczonek & Maureen Truasheim. ‘Implementing Godly Play in educational settings: a cautionary tale’. 
British Journal of Religious Education, 39:2 (2017) 172-186, DOI: 10.1080/01416200.2015.1110112. 
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system’s potential for improving well-being in paediatric in- and out-patient settings.9 In 

the UK, almost all the major Christian denominations and organisations recommend some 

version of Godly Play, usually involving the Complete Guide. Many educational trusts also 

use the Complete Guide for primary-level religious education.  

 

The Godly Play community is organised around entities such as the ‘Godly Play Foundation’, 

based in Texas, and its more recently established counterpart ‘Godly Play UK’, which is 

based in Sheffield. These offer training, peer support, and the sale of approved materials. In 

the UK, an annual national conference and regional networks are complemented by social 

media accounts on a number of platforms which share advice, news of events and Christian 

materials, in line with their values which are generally progressive and inclusive, although 

not necessarily affirming of LGBTQ identities.  

 

Anti-Abortion Rhetoric 

 

In 2012 American politician Todd Akin became infamous for stating that pregnancy was a 

rare outcome of ‘legitimate rape’ because ‘the female body has ways to try to shut that 

whole thing down.10 ’The ‘child’, Akin continued, should not be punished for the manner of 

their conception, so even ‘legitimate’ rape was no justification for abortion.11 General 

opprobrium followed, and Akin apologised for inadvertently giving offense, asserting his 

‘deep empathy’ with rape victims.12 The majority of criticism focused on Akin’s restrictive 

categorising of rape.13 However, his other comments are no less divisive. Firstly, his use of 

the word ‘child’ to describe early pregnancy is inaccurate. Secondly, the phrase ‘legitimate 

rape’ is not, as he claimed, a technical law enforcement term.14 Thirdly, in declaring that the 

rapist, rather than the innocent ‘child’ should be punished, he makes no mention of the 

person to whom the experience of having been raped and the resulting pregnancy belong: 

 
9 Joan Farrell, Scott Brooks, James H Cooper, Matthias Leigh. ‘Godly Play: An Intervention for Improving 
Physical, Emotional, and Spiritual Responses of Chronically ill Hospitalized Children.’ Journal of pastoral care 
and counselling 62:3 (2008) 261 – 71. DOI: 10.1177/154230500806200307.  
Cheryl V. Minor & Barry Grant. ‘Promoting spiritual well-being: a quasi-experimental test of an element of 
Hay and Nye’s theory of children’s spirituality’, International Journal of Children's Spirituality, 19:3-4 (2014) 
213-227, DOI: 10.1080/1364436X.2014.960916  
10 David Cohen. ‘Earlier: Aken: “Legitimate Rape” rarely causes pregnancy.’ POLITICO, August 12, 2012. 
https://www.politico.com/news/stories/0812/79864.html 
11 Cohen, ‘Earlier’. 
12 Anonymous. ‘US Row over Rape Pregnancy Remark.’ BBC News, August 20, 2012. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-19319240 
13 Amy Davidson Sorkin. ‘What does Todd Aken think Rape is?’ New Yorker Magazine, August 19, 2012. 
https://www.newyorker.com/news/amy-davidson/what-does-todd-akin-think-legitimate-rape-is/ 
14 Charlotte Alter. ‘Todd Aken still doesn’t get what’s wrong with saying “Legitimate Rape”.’ Time, July 17, 
2014. https://time.com/3001785/todd-akin-legitimate-rape-msnbc-child-of-rape/ 
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the woman. Two years later, Akin retracted his apology, referring to the impact of stress on 

fertility to justify for his remarks.15  Akin’s confusing of long-term stress with sudden trauma 

and his ignorance of the menstrual cycle make this claim spurious, but his rhetoric is 

relatively standard. 

 

According to Dabney Evans and Subarsi Narashimhan, the collapsing of ‘embryo’ and 

‘foetus’ with ‘baby’ and ‘child’ is a recurring trope in anti-abortion rhetoric, as is the 

construction of a woman’s physical, but pregnant, abdomen as an abstract ‘foetal 

environment’ from which she is absent.16 Their analysis of debates over state of Georgia’s 

proposed ‘foetal heartbeat’ bill in 2018 showed these strategies were being used 

persistently.  Furthermore, the Georgia opponents of abortion rights deliberately co-opted 

the language of human rights, as Akin sought to do with law enforcement terminology. 

Throughout the debate in Georgia, those seeking to ban abortion proceeded by confusing 

the concrete with the abstract, and by obscuring the impact of their proposed legislation on 

women by discursively excluding them, framing the issues, as Akin had done, in terms of the 

rights of the contents of their womb, and the need to protect the ‘unborn child’. 

 

Similar discursive efforts to exclude the pregnant woman, and her desires or needs, from 

consideration are in evidence elsewhere: Pam Lowe and Sarah-Jane Page analysed anti-

abortion rhetoric in England and Wales and documented a similar effort to construe the 

pregnant body as an abstract foetal environment.17 Additionally, the collapsing of 

categories of early human life to obscure the significance of birth to the legal and moral 

status of the foetus was a common strategy. Despite the appeal to medical terminology, 

anti-abortion rhetoric fails to incorporate medical facts. In the case of legislative reference 

to a ‘foetal heartbeat’ to proscribe early abortion, the heart in question is largely an 

imaginative construct: a recognisable heart is formed at 20 weeks’ gestation, but even then, 

it is still developing.18 As a strategy to influence public perception, this rhetoric is effective, 

and has made its way into press coverage. For example, in March 2019 the New York Times 

used the phrase ‘foetal heartbeat’ in a headline without caveat of any kind.19 Although the 

 
15 Anna Palmer and Tarini Parti. ‘Aken Un-Apologises.’ POLITICO, October 7, 2014. 
https://www.politico.com/story/2014/07/todd-akin-new-book-108745.html 
16 Dabney P. Evans and Subarsi Narashimhan. ‘A Narrative Analysis of Anti-Abortion Testimony.’ Sexual and 
Reproductive Health Matters 28:1 (2019) 1 – 17  
17 Pam Lowe and Sarah-Jane Page. ‘On the Wet Side of the Womb.’ EJWS 26:2 (2019) 165 - 80. DOI 
171/1773/5103500560861881787885511991 
18 Pervolaraki et al. ‘Ventricular Myocardial Development.’ Scientific Reports, 7 (2017) 
19 Sarah Mervosh. ‘Georgia is Latest State to Pass Foetal Heartbeat Bill as Part of Growing Trend.’ New York 
Times, March 30, 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/30/us/georgia-foetal-heartbeat-abortion-
law.html 

https://www.politico.com/story/2014/07/todd-akin-new-book-108745.html
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magazine has since taken to placing these words in quotation marks, it is unlikely that this 

will render readers more critical: as one abortion rights advocate has observed, the phrase 

has unrivalled emotional traction.20 

 

The ubiquity of terms such as ‘foetal heartbeat’ and ‘unborn child’ naturalises the 

assumption of foetal personhood underpinning their use. However, this assumption has 

been far from universal in Western history, and even where present, did not necessarily 

affect pregnancy management as it does today. Until knowledge of traditional remedies 

was lost through urbanisation and industrialisation, the management of fertility and 

pregnancy fell under (women’s) domestic management.21 ‘Receipt books’ from the sixteenth 

century onwards show recipes for abortifacients: remedies which can end a pregnancy and 

restore the menstrual cycle.22 Such knowledge undoubtedly went back further than female 

literacy. Lisa Forman Cody remarks that while the recipes refer to restoring the menstrual 

cycle, women knew that missed periods were a sign of pregnancy.23 Furthermore, Linda 

Pollock suggests that the high incidence of recorded miscarriage in the early modern 

period, and general rates of fertility, indicate that women terminated pregnancies in a 

variety of circumstances.24 Until the development of the microscope, a pregnancy officially 

began when it was felt to begin: when a woman first perceived foetal movement, something 

which rarely occurs before the fourth month.25 First trimester termination was therefore 

perceived somewhat differently from later abortion.26  

 

The legal basis for forbidding women from terminating their pregnancies was their lack of 

authority. Under the church fathers, the rationale was often paternal ownership, an 

inheritance from Rome which theoretically gave the paterfamilias unlimited authority over 

all bodies within his household. In the medieval era, paternal ownership became divine: only 

God had the right to terminate a pregnancy. Since everybody lived under feudal control of 

one sort or another, this subordination of the pregnant body to a higher authority was in 

keeping with other legislation; the question of foetal rights did not arise, pre-empting any 

argument about personhood. However, as we have seen, the availability of abortifacients 

 
20 Amy Harmon. ‘”Foetal Heartbeat” vs. “Forced Pregnancy”: The Language Wars of the Abortion Debate.’ 
New York Times, May 22, 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/22/us/foetal-heartbeat-forced-
pregnancy.html 
21 Leigh Walley, Women and the practice of medical care. (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) 16ff. 
22 Walley, Women, 157 - 64. Linda A. Pollock. ‘Embarking on a rough passage’ in Women as mothers in pre-
industrial England, edited by Valerie Fildes. (Routledge, 1990) 39 - 67(56) 
23 Lisa Forman Cody, Birthing the Nation. (OUP, 2005) 32ff. 
24 Forman Cody, Birthing, 33 - 34. Pollock, ‘Embarking’, 55 - 8. 
25 Forman Cody, Birthing, 32, 276. Pollock, ‘Embarking’ 2, 44. 
26 Forman Cody, Birthing, 60 - 1. 
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within the household placed pregnancy management under the actual control of women to 

a far greater extent than male law makers acknowledged. 

 

It is relevant to note that Christendom and Judaism diverged starkly around pregnancy: 

Judaism viewed a pregnancy as belonging to the pregnant woman, who as a free person 

controlled her own body and defended it accordingly.27 Consequently, permission was 

granted to any woman requesting permission to abort as long as this met the criteria of 

bodily autonomy or self-defence. The issue is more contentious in modern-day Judaism, but 

the contrast with Christian thinking is marked. The two traditions did converge structurally, 

however: female bodies and women’s needs and desires were theoretically subject to male 

authority. This structural subordination of women to male approval is perpetuated in the 

1967 UK Abortion Act, which requires two medical experts to approve any request for a 

pregnancy termination.28 In 1967, as now doctors are assumed male. I suggest that this 

present-day subordination of women’s pregnancy to external male authority has caused 

some historians to read theological treatises of the past erroneously as representing the 

historical reality of pregnancy, allowing present-day anti-abortion rhetoric to be perceived 

as a continuation of the historical situation, rather than a recent departure from it.29 

 

Women’s real-life control of pregnancy, however informal, contrasted with the imaginative 

use of pregnancy imagery by theologians. Christ’s self-sacrifice for the Church was 

compared to death in childbirth, and celibate men waxed lyrical on the nurturing womb of 

God in contexts entirely divorced from real pregnant women, still more from the messy 

realities of labour and birth.30 This rhetoric reached its apotheosis in the 13th and 14th 

centuries, as medicine was coming under the control of the male-dominated guilds.31 These 

developments tended to discursively and structurally marginalise many groups, including 

women.32 It is therefore often claimed that a theological obsession with baptism and its 

 
27 Y Michael Barilan. ‘Her pain prevails and her judgement respected – Abortion in Judaism.’ Journal of Law 
and Religion XXV (2009) 97 – 186. 
28 Anonymous. ‘Why women need a modern abortion law and better services.’ Abortion Rights. 
https://abortionrights.org.uk/abortion-law/ Sylvie Pomiès-Maréchal and Matthew Leggett. ‘The Abortion Act 
1967: A Fundamental Change?’ in Preserving the Sixties: Britain and the ‘Decade of Protest’ edited by Trevor 
Harris (Palgrave MacMillan, 2014) 51 – 72 (68 – 70). The authors claim the act meant women ‘could decide 
for themselves whether a pregnancy should continue or not.’ However, their own discussion shows this to 
be inaccurate: their previous statement that the act ‘placed’ abortion in the ‘hands of professionals’ rather 
than backstreet providers is more factual. 
29 The regulation of abortion began in earnest in the UK in the early 19th century. See Pomiès-Maréchal and 
Leggett, ‘The Abortion Act’, 52. 
30 Caroline Walker Bynum. ‘Jesus as mother and abbot as mother.’ In Medieval Religion, edited by Constance 
Hoffman Berman. (Routledge, 2005) 18 - 43(20, 27) 
31 Walley, Women, 2 – 8. 
32 Walley, Women, 32 - 3. 
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necessity to salvation led to women being sacrificed on the birthing stool as their offspring 

were surgically extracted in order that they be baptised. Forman Cody finds, however, that 

early modern midwives and doctors worked within the ‘Christian tradition’ that prioritised 

the life of the woman throughout pregnancy, labour, and birth.33  Whichever the case, the 

tension between theological principle and physical reality is clear: fine theological sensibility 

has not worked to protect women at their most vulnerable moments because it has been 

directed at ‘higher’ things.  

 

Overall, the foregrounding of the ‘unborn child’ in current anti-abortion rhetoric calls forth 

unlimited positive affect, allowing the erasure of the pregnant woman, as is shown by this 

quote from a Georgia legislator who echoes Akin’s comments: 

 

no matter the manner of conception: whether a child's conceived in a loving family, 

conceived in an unplanned way, conceived in rape, those children are all equally 

innocent before the law and of the same value.34 

 

This statement equates ‘conception’ with a ‘child’ and pretends that the conditions in which 

pregnancy unfolds are somehow not a pregnant person’s life. The misery caused by abusive 

relationships, intimate partner and other sexual violence, and the reality of forced 

pregnancy and birth are eclipsed in the legislator’s comment. To be so callous towards the 

victim of such experiences would be socially unacceptable, were these realities to be framed 

from her perspective. His exclusive focus on the imaginary child, necessarily perfect and 

‘innocent’ allows the speaker to ignore and dehumanise the hypothetical pregnant woman.  

 

Examples such as this one show that the rhetorical stripping of personhood from women is 

the necessary condition for the advancement of arguments of foetal personhood. 

Alternatively, one might view arguments around foetal personhood as a form of rhetorical 

patriarchy which mobilises and instrumentalises the abortion debate in order to bring 

women’s bodies back under male control, as they are perceived to have been in the 

idealised past; a past presented in children’s resources, especially retellings of religious texts 

such as Godly Play. Certainly, given the disregard for pregnant women’s, or children’s access 

to medical care among the legislators who were so keen to champion ‘pro-life’ views in 

Georgia, their implicit objective is to prevent women from accessing timely abortion care, 

not to protect any children they would be forced to birth. Rather, I suggest the logic of 

these arguments harks back to the medieval feudal imagination, and that the theological 

 
33 Forman Cody, Birthing, 40. 
34 Dabney and Subasri, ‘Narrative Analysis’, 5. 
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training of many American legislators, including Akin, exercises a stronger influence on 

them than any medical or practical knowledge.35 

 

Given the collapsing of medical and biological categories which underpins the abortion 

debate, it is unsurprising if the concepts of ‘woman’ and ‘mother’ are amalgamated in the 

cultural imagination, and that the rhetorical erosion of women’s personhood has effects 

beyond obstetrics. The construction of women as mothers, to the exclusion of all other 

identity, has been shown to negatively affect female church members.36 According to Dawn 

Llewellyn’s respondents, the ordinary pressures and ambivalence of pregnancy and 

parenting are often not acceptable topics for discussion in church, and so give rise to no 

peer or ministry support. Similarly, the choice to remain childless or accept infertility as 

definitive can be viewed as evidence of inferior spiritual commitment.37  

 

This absence of empathy, perhaps evidence of an inability to reconcile reality with an 

abstracted ideology of childbearing, contradicts church values. However, the culture of 

church, expressed in iconography, textual practice, and traditional hierarchy, expresses and 

perpetuates a patriarchal heteronormativity which equates childbearing, self-sacrifice, and 

passivity with femininity and femaleness, and authority with maleness and masculinity. Just 

as women need their bodily autonomy if they are to fully participate in secular society, they 

need to be able to bring their entire experience to church, or to any other community, and 

to see it validated if they are to flourish there. 

 

Llewellyn’s research shows that the ubiquity of ideas of women’s simultaneous 

subordination to male authority and to reproductive biology causes their marginalisation 

within church community and owes more to the continuing influence of abstracted 

theological discourses than to thoughtful engagement with historical or present-day reality. 

It follows that if women are to flourish, these discourses and their underlying assumptions 

must be identified and challenged so that new cultural forms may develop in their place. 

The remainder of this article will explore the ways the Complete Guide to Godly Play 

encodes and propagates notions of compulsory motherhood and male authority over 

women’s bodies and sexuality. It will show that this encoding functions in similar ways to 

the discursive eroding of women’s personhood in the ‘pro-life’ discourse described above.  

 
35 Stephanie McCrummen and David A Farenholdt. ‘Akin’s Congressional Legacy Small, but his support 
among Christian groups is big.’ New York Times, August 22, 2012. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/akins-congressional-legacy-small-but-his-support-among-
christian-groups-is-big/2012/08/22/b2c2d98e-ec75-11e1-aca7-272630dfd152_story.html 
36 Dawn Llewellyn. ‘Maternal Silences.’ Religion and Gender 6:1 (2016) 64 – 79. DOI: 10.18352/rg.10131 
37 Llewellyn, ‘Maternal’, 73 – 5.  
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Female Representation in the Complete Guide 

 

In a traditional church building, Mary is often the only female portrayed except for martyrs 

who have died lurid deaths. Llewellyn mentions the role of Mary in setting the expectations 

of women’s behaviour and role, and the terms of their representation: the only women 

offered as role models are dead martyrs and a virgin mother. Neither is easily emulated. 

This picture of humankind’s engagement with the divine is therefore overwhelmingly one of 

bearded men, the bare-chested risen or crucified Christ, and a lone female figure: the ‘virgin 

Mary’.  

 

This predominantly masculine picture is reflected in Christian children’s materials such as 

Godly Play. Godly Play has two stories named for women in the first four volumes of the 

Complete Guide, Ruth, and Sarah, although ‘The Story of Sarah’ is the third iteration of the 

Abraham Cycle, so is neither new, nor really Sarah’s.38 ‘The Story of Jacob’ narrates Jacob’s 

two weddings and names Rachel and Leah, describing Rachel as ‘very beautiful’; Jacob sees 

her and wants her for his wife.39 Neither woman’s experience is mentioned.  

 

Hagar, Rebekah, and Myriam are the only other Old Testament women to feature.40 Hagar 

appears at some length, although her theophany, and her naming of God and of places, 

elements which place her on a par with important biblical men, are omitted. Myriam is 

described as leading ‘the dancing’ after the crossing of the Red Sea, without any context or 

development.41 Rebekah is sent for by Abraham and delivered to Isaac as wife, after leaving 

her family to travel to a strange country and a husband she has never met.42 She is 

described as deciding, but this is not informed consent. Overall, only a small minority of 

characters is female, stories are overwhelmingly named for their male heroes, and what 

women there are generally feature as reproductive collateral rather than as characters. 

While boys appear occasionally, girls do not; daughters become available as characters 

when they become available for marriage and childbearing. 

 

 
38 Complete Guide Volume 6: 38 – 43, 66 – 71. 
39Complete Guide Volume 6: 44 – 50. 
40 Bible passages featuring these characters can be found in Genesis 16, 21, 22, 24, Exodus 15 and Numbers 
12. NIV. See Complete Guide Volume 2: 63, Volume 6: 38 – 43. 
41 Complete Guide Volume 6: 63. 
42 Complete Guide Volume 2: 63. 
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The Complete Guide presents no childless women from the Bible, but its female saints in 

Volume 7 are nuns and queens.43 The inclusion of nuns allows female characters an 

institutionalised alternative to motherhood. In a sense, any alternative can be viewed as 

progressive, but the choice comes at the price of access to familiar patterns of life. 

Continued membership of the family is clearly linked to women’s submission to obligatory 

childbearing and the gendered hierarchy of marriage.  

 

Far from increasing women’s freedom, Berryman’s monastic female saints are the 

exceptions by which he proves the childbearing rule. He constructs the women he includes 

so as to support patriarchal authority structures, and any details or characters which do not 

fit this, for example, the Shunnamite woman, Naaman’s servant girl, Phoebe, Lydia, or the 

Syro-Phoenician woman, are excluded.44 Furthermore, the explicit association of leadership 

with mutual closeness with God is only attached to male characters. Even female characters 

such as St Elizabeth of Portugal (who ends a civil war) whose leadership can reasonably be 

inferred as rooted in their spirituality are excluded from this construction of spirituality.45  

 

The world of Godly Play, then, is one where persons are predominantly male, rendering 

personhood a male attribute which is extended to women in as far as they align with 

patriarchal structures. This generally involves serving as reproductive vessels. Women are 

required to bear children but have no authority over them, or themselves, since the 

regulation of women’s bodies and fertility attaches to men as a natural outworking of this 

power dynamic. Furthermore, because this worldview is biblical, or believed to be so, it is 

the morally right, divinely instituted arrangement. Because this worldview is implicit, 

embedded into narratives rather than explicitly stated, it is unarticulated and therefore 

unavailable for debate. 

 

Parenthood at Christmas 

 

‘The Holy Family’, a presentation of the Christmas nativity scene, is repeated in each volume 

of the Complete Guide, and the figurines used for this story are on permanent display as 

 
43 See Complete Guide Volume 7 table of contents. 
44 2 Kings 4:8 – 36; 5:2 – 4; Matthew 15:21 – 2; Acts 16:13 – 15; Romans 16:1. NIV. 
45 Complete Guide Volume 7: 47. 
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the central element on the ‘focal shelf’ in the Godly Play room.46 The ‘Holy Family’ is 

therefore the archetypal family for the Godly Play system. The ‘Holy Family’ includes a baby 

and his heterosexual parents, as well as animals, shepherds, and the magi. Referring to the 

cow as ‘he’ makes Mary the group’s only female. The presentation of the parents and child 

contrasts with that of the other characters: 

 

This is the Christ child. He is holding his arms out to give you a hug. Here is the 

Mother Mary. Here is the Father Joseph. Here is the donkey that Mary rode when she 

and Joseph went to Bethlehem to be counted by the Roman soldiers. Mary was 

about to have a baby, so it was hard for her to walk. Sometimes she rode on the 

donkey. It is also hard to ride on a donkey when you are about to have a baby. 

Sometimes she got down and walked. Here is the cow that was in the stable when 

the baby was born. He was surprised to find the baby in the feed box, the manger, 

where he usually found his breakfast.47 

 

The scene continues with similar descriptions of the shepherds and Magi. The reducing of 

Mary and Joseph to their parental function is marked, as is the replacing of Jesus’ given 

name with his theological designation, ‘Christ’. The fading of these three characters’ 

personal identity contrasts with the creative development of the shepherds and magi, and 

the anthropomorphized description of the two animals. Unlike the shepherds and magi, the 

animals have no basis in the gospel accounts of Jesus’ birth, but Berryman does not specify 

this in his text: they have become incorporated into the biblical story for the child audience. 

The mention of Mary’s difficulties walking and riding similarly introduce elements not 

treated in the gospels.  

 

The description of physical impairment resulting from Mary’s pregnancy is unusual in 

children’s retellings; perhaps because traditional representations are of a slender woman, 

perhaps because pregnancy and the female body are considered unsuitable topics for 

children. Curiously, this description is not attached to Mary the character, but to the donkey. 

Furthermore, it is a spectator’s description rather than a first-person account or reported 

speech. So, Mary’s pregnancy is not her own experience, but something we are invited to 

 
46 A video of this presentation can be viewed at: https://youtu.be/arZJPdXrEV4. See Complete Guide Volume 
2: 34 – 40, Volume 3 Enrichment lesson 1, Volume 4 Enrichment lesson 1. See also : 
https://www.godlyplay.uk/materials/spaces/ 
47 Complete Guide Volume 3:23 – 4. 

https://youtu.be/arZJPdXrEV4
https://www.godlyplay.uk/materials/spaces/
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view and appropriate from a distance. The imprecise phrase ‘about to have a baby’ refers to 

pregnancy but does so by confusing a foetus with a ‘baby’ and blurring its time-sensitive 

development since ‘about to’ expresses immediacy, not a scheduled event. This inaccurate 

language echoes the inaccuracy of anti-abortion rhetoric.  

 

Additionally, the birth occurs in this text without those present being aware of it, since 

neither Mary nor Joseph are described experiencing it, and the cow, also ‘in the stable when 

the baby was born’ only becomes aware of the new arrival when ‘he’ decides to eat 

breakfast.48 This elision of the birth event, which paradoxically is the focus of the narrative, 

denies the reality of labour and birth experienced by the mother of every child in the 

implied audience, making it a silent, simple affair, so self-evident that no narration is 

necessary. This exclusion of the messy, and potentially dangerous, reality of birth is in 

keeping with anti-abortion rhetoric which similarly focusses on the ‘baby’ and construes the 

circumstances of pregnancy and birth in abstract terms. 

 

The description of Mary’s pregnancy as experienced during an arduous journey is also 

ironic: in many parts of the world, including the United States where the Godly Play 

Foundation is based, a woman undertaking a physically difficult activity during pregnancy 

might risk a lengthy jail term were she to miscarry.49 Berryman’s text does not provide Mary 

with anything approaching the level of justification needed to defend against such a charge.  

 

Mary Illustrated: Godly Play’s use of Images 

 

There are more episodes featuring Mary in the gospels than for any other female character, 

making her one of the few biblical women available for extensive development without the 

addition of hagiography. However, her life is usually retold only in relation to Jesus’ birth, 

something The Complete Guide replicates. Although Godly Play represents Mary in its ‘Holy 

Family’, ‘Mystery of Christmas’ and two of the ‘Faces of Easter’ stories, this is a small 

proportion of the syllabus, and Mary and Joseph are mostly absent from Berryman’s 

development of the Christmas and Easter stories, despite gospel texts mentioning Mary’s 

 
48 This idiosyncratic choice of pronoun is often corrected by practitioners. The video referenced above as an 
example of this. 
49 Angelika Albaladejo. ‘”A 'Witch Hunt against Poor Women”’ World Policy Journal, 33:4 (2016) 26 - 34. 
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/645255. 
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presence at various points throughout Jesus’ life, and between his resurrection and 

ascension.  

 

Most Godly Play stories are enacted using figurines and objects, whereas the ‘Mystery of 

Christmas’ and ‘Faces of Easter’ use two-dimensional images instead.50 This distances the 

audience from the narrative rather more than a three-dimensional enactment, since the 

objects used will be available to the children during the activity phase of Godly Play 

sessions for their own manipulation. The holy family figurines, mentioned above, are an 

example of this. The two-dimensional images are fixed, and no amount of manipulation will 

render their constitutive elements amenable to rearrangement.  

 

Figure 1: The Faces of Easter pictures as displayed in a Godly Play room 

To use the terms of Kress and Van Leeuwen’s theory of multi-modal analysis, the two-

dimensional images are more ‘bounded’ than a three-dimensional enactment.51 We are 

therefore placed in the position of external judge more directly than if the scene were 

constructed from elements an audience member might arrange differently. Furthermore, 

rather than enabling the child viewer to form their own interpretation of the biblical scene, 

the use of an image imposes, or at least proposes, the artist’s interpretation as correct, if 

not normative. It follows that the images selected by Berryman to illustrate the biblical 

scenes represent his preferred interpretation of the texts being retold. Additionally, given 

the paucity of representation of Mary or Joseph in the rest of Berryman’s system, these 

 
50 See for example: https://shop.stmichaelsworkshop.com/products/ghe-godly-play-at-home-faces-of-
easter. 
51 Gunther Kress and Theo VanLeeuwen, Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design. (Routledge, 1996) 
61 – 7. 
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images and the accompanying text gain an importance they might not have, were they part 

of a broader development. 

 

The image of Mary, Joseph, and baby Jesus illustrating ‘The Faces of Easter 1’ is usually part 

of the permanent display near the ‘focal shelf’ of a Godly Play  room alongside the ‘Holy 

Family’.52 It is therefore particularly salient, and informs the children’s worldview, 

participating in what Chandra Mukerjie and Tarleton Gillespie have termed ‘training children 

to be good using idyllic … models of family life.53 ‘Idyllic’ presumes such images are 

reassuring, but this is undermined by Berryman’s words in this instance: 

 

When the baby looked up into the face of the Mother Mary, he already saw the cross. 

When he looked into the face of the Father Joseph, the cross was there, too. The 

Mother Mary and the Father Joseph held the baby close. They kept the baby warm. 

They gave the baby everything the baby needed to grow, and it began to grow.54 

 

Instructions here prescribe holding up the picture, and tracing the ‘sign of the cross’ on the 

faces of the parents while reciting this portion of the script.55 Berryman juxtaposes death 

and babyhood deliberately, then, and this story is retold on successive weeks as the first of 

a series which is extended each time, ending with Jesus’ resurrection. Although the family 

here is a refuge from future danger, the reducing of the parents to their parental function, 

added to the failure to name the baby, contribute to an impersonal portrayal of the 

normative family whose members are stripped of any identity beyond their familial role.  

 

Analysed using multimodal theory, the vertical arrangement of the scene, with the bearded 

father above the veiled mother, below whom the baby takes its place, ‘sandwiches’ Mary 

between the male child and the ‘the Father Joseph’. In terms of visual analysis, her function 

within the composition is to relate its male participants to one another.56 Effectively, she 

 
52 An internet search for images of Godly Play rooms will show this to be overwhelmingly the case. 
53 Chandra Mukerji and Tarleton Gillespie. ‘Recognizable Ambiguity: Cartoon Imagery and American 
Childhood in Animaniacs.’ In Symbolic Childhood, edited by Daniel Thomas Cook. (Peter Lang, 2002) 227 - 
254 (256). 
54 Complete Guide Volume 4:35. 
55 A video of this presentation can be viewed on the Godly Play Foundation’s Youtube channel at: 
https://youtu.be/UlFho5BRyEc  
56 Kress and VanLeeuwen, Reading Images, 203 – 11. 

about:blank


trackchanges ‘A Lucky Girl’ Issue 13, 2021 

15 
 

makes the existence of the baby possible, thereby enabling the man’s fatherhood, and her 

central placement in the arrangement serves to undermine her as a subject by assigning her 

this function: she is depersonalised to a greater extent than the males on either side of her, 

and made responsible for family cohesion.  

 

Family relationships, then, are defined by the patriarchal authority structure depicted. Since 

the baby’s physical needs are the only ones met in this description, and there is no mention 

of affection or emotion, this family structure implicitly retains its validity even if it procures 

no emotional nourishment. Furthermore, the use of ‘it’ to refer to the baby undermines any 

sense of personality or individuality, suggesting that childrearing is good in a vitalistic sense 

devoid of any emotional component. As in ‘The Holy Family’, no concern is expressed for 

the well-being of either parent. This unemotional view of the ‘rightness’ of childbearing and 

the heteronormative arrangement is a recurring feature of anti-abortion rhetoric, which 

elides the emotional effect on women of forced pregnancy and childbearing and fails to 

imagine they might exist independently of such constructs. 

 

‘The Faces of Easter 2’ relates the 12-year-old Jesus remaining in the Jerusalem temple after 

his parents leave, and their finding him after three days of searching.57 In the illustration, the 

child’s face is shown in the lower portion of the image, surrounded by bearded, veiled, older 

men who look down on him. The framing of the scene positions the implied viewer slightly 

above these, subjecting both the child and his audience to the viewer’s appraisal. The 

audience members all wear identical dress, and their faces are obscured as they turn away 

from the implied viewer towards the child. The child’s face is the only one clearly visible in 

the scene, and he does not make eye contact with either his depicted audience or the 

implied viewer. 

 
57 Readers should refer to figure 2. 
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Figure 2: the first and second pictures from the Faces of Easter series, as deployed during storytelling 

The emotional isolation of the family members seen in the previous ‘Faces of Easter’ scene 

is echoed here, where the child is not only isolated within the family, but from it. 

Furthermore, his positioning in the lower half of the image symbolically subordinates him to 

these older, male authority figures. The lack of space between the scene’s participants gives 

a claustrophobic impression. Viewed separately from the accompanying text, the viewer 

might feel that the child’s parents arrive to rescue him, an interpretation at odds with the 

gospel account. The invasion of the child’s personal space demonstrates an unequal power 

dynamic which disadvantages the child; this passes without comment and is thus 

normalised. In addition to this reversal, the retelling also reduces Mary’s involvement: 

 

Finally, they even looked in the temple … Mary and Joseph then asked Jesus … ‘Why 

did you do this?’ and Jesus said something very strange. He said, ‘didn’t you know I 

would be in my Father’s house?’ Mary and Joseph did not understand. Their house 

was in Nazareth, where Joseph’s carpenter shop was. They did not understand, but 

they did not forget.58 

 

In the Bible narrative, although both parents search for and find Jesus, only Mary 

interrogates him, and the phrase ‘Mary treasured these things in her heart and pondered 

them’ is an often-cited verse of Luke’s gospel.59 The Complete Guide attributes her words 

 
58 Complete Guide Volume 2:40. 
59 Luke 2:19, 41 – 8. NIV. 
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and thoughts to both parents, effectively marginalising her from a narrative which the 

biblical text constructs around her. In so doing, it deprives this female character of her 

independent personality and action, and of her authoritative voice, something which is 

emphasized in the biblical source text. Maternal authority, a clear element in the original 

narrative, is replaced here by male authority through these two images, both of which are 

displayed throughout. So, Mary is marginalised from her biography, and her authority is 

replaced by that of her husband and of male clerics.  

 

Inscribing an absolutist patriarchal authority structure in this biblical narrative has required 

that it be modified, once again demonstrating that the continuity of modern patriarchy with 

the ancient past is an imaginary construct which relies on careful curation. Mary’s loss of 

authority over her child mirrors women’s lack of authority over the management of their 

pregnancies, which modern practice similarly re-attributes to men. 

 

Art History as a Vehicle for ‘The Mystery of Christmas’ 

 

‘The Mystery of Christmas’ tells the Christmas story by adapting a picture book, The 

Glorious Impossible based on paintings by Giotto.60 The book, and this Godly Play 

adaptation of it, focus on the pictures and their contents, but whereas a child reading the 

book at home might see it as an exposition of art history and one interpretation among 

many, bringing it into the liturgical context of a Godly Play session imbues it with greater 

significance and authority. The first episode of ‘the whole story’ of Christmas is the 

‘annunciation’: 

 

Look. Do you see what is happening to the mother Mary? This is the Annunciation. 

The angel Gabriel is announcing to Mary that God has chosen her to be the mother 

of God … Mary was scared, but happy. She was stunned, but blessed.61 

 

This account differs from the gospel text on several points. Firstly, Mary is informed in the 

gospel that the child will be ‘the son of the Most High’, rather than ‘God’. Secondly, the 

gospel description of Mary’s reaction combines emotional and cognitive responses with an 

actively questioning attitude: 

 
60 A video of this presentation can be viewed at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pOXtGB6F1Uw 
61 Complete Guide Volume 3: 59. 
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Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this 

might be … ‘How will this be’, Mary asked the angel, ‘since I am a virgin?’ … ‘I am the 

Lord’s servant’, Mary answered. ‘May your word to me be fulfilled.’62 

 

In the gospel text, Mary speaks three times, and although her consent is not sought, she 

explicitly gives it. The Godly Play retelling reports the angel’s message but not Mary’s 

response, implying this would be unnecessary or inappropriate. Furthermore, rather than 

describe her somewhat negative reaction to an unexpected pregnancy, Berryman’s wording 

does not allow Mary to ‘wonder’ or seek information: the description implies excitement at 

having been chosen, rather than engagement with the ramifications of her selection. ‘Scared 

… happy … stunned … blessed’ are externally ascribed descriptors, and Mary is silent and 

passive in the retelling rather than vocal and active. She literally has no say in the 

management of her fertility, or the use of her body, nor does she appear, in the retelling, to 

have thoughts concerning it.   

 

The next episode is Mary’s visit to her cousin Elizabeth. In the gospel narrative, the angel 

informs Mary that Elizabeth is also miraculously pregnant. The retelling alters this: 

 

Mary was a lucky girl, because she had an older friend to talk to. It was Elizabeth … 

When Mary came close to Elizabeth and greeted her, something wonderful 

happened. Elizabeth felt the baby inside her move when he heard Mary’s voice. … 

Mary began to sing a song people call the Magnificat …63 

 
62 Luke 1:29; 34; 38 NIV 
63 Complete Guide Volume 3: 59. 

Figure 3: Giotto painting of the 

Visitation of Mary to Elizabeth 
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The omission of most of the dialogue from the gospel text of the annunciation and the 

creation of a prior relationship between Mary and Elizabeth which the gospel does not 

mention changes the setting. Furthermore, where the gospel specifies that: 

 

When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth 

was filled with the Holy Spirit.64 

 

The retelling omits any mention of the Holy Spirit, diminishing the import of Elizabeth’s 

words and her personal importance. The prophetic words the women exchange is reduced 

to ‘a song people call the Magnificat’, suggesting Mary was performing something well-

known, not even described as a hymn. This changes the scene from a spiritually charged 

one to a happy meeting of only personal significance.  

 

The treatment of Elizabeth’s reaction is also noteworthy. In the gospel, Elizabeth hears 

Mary’s greeting, whereupon the foetus ‘leaps’. In the retelling, the ‘baby’ hears directly, in 

utero, and reacts personally. This foetal reaction is often referred to in Roman Catholic anti-

abortion arguments, but Berryman’s innovation accords the foetus greater presence than 

the ancient text, and implies it has life independently from Elizabeth, departing from the 

intention of the original text. The gospel narrative echoes other ancient accounts of the 

notable births, where angelic appearances and foetal movements are related to emphasize 

the importance of the subject of the account. In a normal pregnancy, foetuses move 

intermittently, sometimes vigorously, day and night. This may be an emotional experience 

for the pregnant adult, but only indicates a healthy foetus.  

 

Specifying that Mary is a ‘girl’ where the Bible does not specify her age has the effect of 

normalising childbearing by children. Given that child marriage continues to be an issue in 

the US and many parts of the developing world and given the poor outcomes for young 

girls who become pregnant, this is arguably an unsuitable detail to include in a text for 

children. However, it is repeated in other Godly Play stories. For example, St Elizabeth of 

Portugal is married against her will aged 12, and Rebekah is described as a ‘girl’ when she is 

married to Isaac.  

The third episode is the birth of John the Baptist, from which Elizabeth is excluded. In the 

fourth episode, the nativity, we again view Mary from a distance: 

 
64 Luke 1:41. NIV. 
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See how mother Mary is lying down. She is awake and happy, but Joseph is asleep.65 

This describes the Giotto painting, where Mary is playing with her baby, and her facial 

expression suggests she is full of energy. This image adds to the impression of childbirth as 

a painless, effortless process with no active female involvement or physical consequences 

for the birthing mother. If anything, the father is more fatigued than the mother. The 

sequence continues with the presentation in the temple and the visit of the magi, complete 

with the slaughter of the innocents which prompts the holy family’s departure to Egypt. In 

each of these scenes, Mary appears as the parent holding the baby, but she does not speak 

and has no active role.  

 

Overall, then, the Complete Guide restricts its depictions of Mary to stories directly related 

to the birth of her child, and portrays her as passive and silent, even where this requires the 

omission of parts of the Biblical text being retold. The impression given by this, and the 

portrayals of other female characters in the syllabus, is that women give birth effortlessly, 

that their consent is not required, and that they exist confined within patriarchal family 

structures or barely at all. 

 

Conclusion 

 

While they do not claim to be related to the ‘pro-life’ movement, the Complete Guide to 

Godly Play, and other resources like it, participate in a cultural complex which not only seeks 

 
65 Complete Guide Volume 3: 60. 

Figure 4: Detail of the Giotto painting of 

the nativity used in the ‘Mystery of 

Christmas’ 
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to control women’s reproductive choices and to teach this to girls and boys, but 

undermines their personhood and adult status in other ways. These materials are used in 

churches and schools which practice gender equality, suggesting that their form and 

message are naturalised in Christian and post-Christian culture to such an extent that they 

escape scrutiny. Therefore, communities need to be more equipped, demanding and 

perceptive when selecting materials for children. Moreover, the discourses arising from 

these tropes are not inevitable out-workings of scripture or theology but entail a political 

engagement ill-suited to children’s materials.  
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