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The Gift of the Gold 
by Kim McPherson

On the Sunday of the Epiphany story, I supplied each of my teachers 
with frankincense, myrrh and myrrh oil, and delicate, tissue-thin 
sheets of twenty-four carat gold. In our three- and four-year-old class, 
the children sat in the circle, transfixed as the storyteller placed 
the tiny stones of incense on the burning charcoal, and told of this 
ancient way of getting ready to come close to the presence of the 
mystery of God. They smelled the oil of myrrh and heard her speak 
in hushed tones of this strange gift, used when someone important 
dies. They reverently passed the sheet of gold, one tiny hand placing 
it in another, and they were puzzled to discover that bits of the 
brightly colored gold tissue had stuck to their fingertips. Sara, their 
teacher, wisely waited as each one made this discovery, and then 
she asked, ‘I wonder where you could put the gift of the gold?” One 
child leaned into the circle, and then they all did, and they stuck 
their fingers full of gold onto the Christ candle. Where it still is.

Godly Play on a Shoestring 
by Sally Thomas

Getting Started

Very few churches have the kind of money they wish they had to implement Godly 
Play the way it’s implemented in a church that’s built up its space and materials over  
a matter of years. We need to remember what Jerome Berryman has taught us: a 
beautiful setting and a feast are really all you need to work together.

I’ve started Godly Play on a shoestring twice and I want to affirm that whatever you 
can provide will be a huge gift to the children. We adults might want perfection, but 
children recognize a gift that has been given. We will give a most valuable gift  
to them and to their families just by providing a space, a feast and a storyteller.

If you’re going to start Godly Play anew, one of the best things you can do, regardless 
of how much money you have, is to take a break. Close the doors to the room. Close 
the shades. Put an announcement up on the door: “Something special is going on. 
We can’t tell you what, but it’s a present.” You may share that it’s Godly Play that’s 
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coming, but build the mystery. Spin a web that draws in peoples’ attention. Play with 
it, make it kid-friendly: This is fun. Wrap up the door like a present, paint it red or 
put on polka dots on it.

Sharing the Space
Most likely, you’ll have to share the space set aside once a week for Godly Play. 
Don’t	worry;	most	of	us	do!	You	may	need	to	box	up	your	Godly	Play	materials	each	
week and store them or even take them with you. I’ve kept mine in milk crates in 
the back of my station wagon. 

Rather than engage in a “turf war” over the space, be an advocate for mutual respect 
in sharing the space. You’ll find you’ll have the best success when you present the 
Godly Play space as a sanctuary for children rather than a special kind of Sunday 
school classroom. Try to engage at least two people in the congregation who 
understand the work of Godly Play and can support you. 

The best thing is to have your clergy leader on board, the one person who has the 
overall vision for the whole congregation. If that’s not feasible, then you build a 
relationship with the vestry or other church elders. You may get more questions than 
support at first, but anything’s better than a pat on the head that says, “How nice 
you’re doing this for the children.” That’s a classic “unspoken lesson” that the work 
doesn’t matter much to them.

Make sure the program does matter to your congregation. Build a network with 
trainers and other people in the Godly Play community. Even an occasional phone 
call with an experienced trainer can help. Within your own parish, remember that  
it doesn’t cost anything to have a weekly phone call with your rector. It doesn’t cost 
anything to do a presentation to the adult education class. It doesn’t cost anything to 
leave an open invitation with the vestry. It doesn’t cost anything to volunteer to take 
a story to the nursing home, or to make yourself available as a substitute speaker to 
fill in that last-minute cancellation for the parish program.

The First Step
So how do we begin? The best way to show our respect for the children is by 
cleaning the space. Just clean it. Cleaning doesn’t cost anything, but it tells children, 
“This space is a sanctuary for you. We care about you.” So start by cleaning the 
windows and curtains. If necessary, give the room a fresh coat of paint. Fresh paint, 
fresh air and natural light will go a long way toward creating a beautiful space.

You’ll want a rug to cover the floor and make comfortable sitting. Instead of an 
expensive patterned rug, I recommend a neutral-toned rug that won’t cause apoplexy 
to anyone if it gets stained! Though expensive, wool is a good investment: it wears 
well and many parents prefer rugs without chemicals for their children. Try saving 
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money by shopping at a carpet remnant place, but get the rug bound, if you can 
afford it.

The Cleanup
Next, before you buy any furniture, stories or supplies, ask for permission and help 
for a cleanup or “closet rescue” day. Every church has old materials: fabric pieces (for 
underlays), unused vestments and furnishings (for the church corner) and unwanted 
linens (for the baptism story). You’ll need more prosaic items, too: baskets, pots for 
plants, napkins, plates, cups, file folders and trays. With luck, you’ll turn up extra 
crosses, old maps, a picture of Da Vinci’s Last Supper and felt board materials no one 
has used in decades.

That’s why it’s worthwhile to take time in setting up a Godly Play program. By doing 
such	community-wide	efforts,	you’ll	enlist	enthusiastic	allies	for	the	program—and	
your church will appreciate the spirit of stewardship shown in recycling beloved 
materials rather than straining the church budget to buy everything new.

One item you’re likely to turn up in abundance is a wide range of books and story 
books, especially old Bibles. (This is a great activity to do with a curious child or 
group: pick up all the Bibles and place them in the middle of the storytelling circle. 
Ask: I wonder which one is the real Bible?) Keep a row of assorted Bibles underneath 
the Books of the Bible material in your room.

First Investments
Now that you’ve found what you can for free, what should you buy or make? I think 
the	most	important	first	item	is	a	focal	shelf—a	three-shelf	unit—	to	anchor	the	
room. It should look beautiful, but it doesn’t have to be costly. Inexpensive shelves 
can	be	painted	or	covered;	even	droopy	shelves,	if	loved,	can	serve	the	purpose	well.	

There might be someone in the congregation who would enjoy making a shelf unit 
for the room. If so, ask them to put it on casters, to make it easier to move. If you 
don’t have such a handy volunteer, start looking for inexpensive shelves. Melamine 
shelves are almost always on sale. These can work, although they do have the 
drawback of being not very deep. Materials placed on them might come a little too 
far forward. Remember that the focal shelf needs to be set apart somehow from all 
the	other	shelves	in	the	room.	It	might	be	slightly	higher	or	slightly	wider;	it	might	
be made of natural wood instead of painted wood.

After the focal shelf, you’ll also want a shelf unit on either side. Inexpensive furniture 
stores are fine resources for these. The wood can be finished or unfinished, as long 
as it is clean and not splintery. Everything else will fall into place around this basic 
setup.
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I think the next best investment is a laminator. It’s less expensive to laminate paper 
prints from Godly Play Resources or elsewhere than it is to buy wooden figures. I also 
find it easier to slide laminated story figures than wooden figures, which tend to catch 
on the felt underlays. However, too many trips to the office store for laminating can 
add up costs. A laminator, which you can buy on sale for $80-$100, will pay for itself 
almost immediately. You can laminate other high-use items, too, such as a checklist 
with instructions for the door person, a list of guidelines for observers in a Godly Play 
room and the lesson titled the Ten Best Ways for Parents.

Work Supplies
After the basic setup, gather supplies for the children’s work. You don’t need to worry 
about child-sized tables or chairs, but you’ll want a good supply of inexpensive mats 
or	small	throw	rugs.	Be	sure	to	get	them	all	at	once	so	that	they	look	similar;	don’t	
invite competition over room supplies. 

Next you’ll need cafeteria trays for children to work on. Some teachers omit these, 
but I think younger children find them helpful to assemble materials, and older 
children find them helpful to give a focus to their work. You can buy these at a 
restaurant supply store, or ask for a donation from a cafeteria-style restaurant. Our 
teachers got a donation from a local grocery store. Ask for a number of trays to match 
the number of students you expect, plus an extra five. If you get a donation, or if a 
supply store is willing to sell you some at cost, send them a thank-you note on your 
church’s letterhead so they can deduct their gift as a charitable donation. If you can’t 
get a donation, you can also find these at discount stores. Make sure that they stack 
nicely, and that they’re made of smooth plastic. 

When choosing art supplies, remember that “less is more.” Children don’t need fifty 
choices of art activities, and you don’t need to offer every child every choice in the 
room. At the beginning of the school year, discount stores carry stacking plastic trays 
to hold hairpins and accessories. One of these 4" x 6" trays will comfortably hold a 
set of eight fat markers. Buy four identical sets of markers and store them in stacked 
trays. At my former church, we bought sets of markers in 1997 that they’re still using 
six	years	later!	When	supplies	are	only	used	once	a	week,	and	cared	for	lovingly—
with	lids	replaced	each	time—they	last.

Buy four twelve-packs of crayons and take them out of the box to store in trays.  
You can also provide four sets of colored pencils. Place four watercolor sets in long, 
narrow baskets with one paintbrush and a little paper cup added to each basket. Be 
sure to provide a pitcher of water for paint cups.
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For	modeling	material,	play	dough	made	from	a	homemade	recipe	is	just	fine—
people can make it at home as a gift to the program. (See the box on page 45 for a 
recipe from Sally’s sister.) Measure clay ahead of time, roll it into small balls and put 
them into tiny “zipped” plastic bags. Door persons can check and refill these bags 
each week. Children can keep items to dry on a special shelftop. Since children are 
process rather than product driven, often they care very little about taking finished 
items home.

That’s plenty of art material, but you can add materials you like, such as “big” paints 
(tempera), glitter, real clay, etc. There are many wonderful art options, but many of 
them are too expensive for our program and perhaps yours: we only have $250 per 
year to supply two classrooms.

Do try to offer more sophisticated materials for older children, such as two sets of 
pastels and pads of good drawing paper, available at discount stores. Older children 
love Sculpey modeling material, which they can use to make more sophisticated 
projects, including prayer beads. Keep it on your wish list, and if you get a donation, 
roll it into 1" balls and keep them in tiny “zipped” plastic bags.

In every classroom we offer journals, which can be as simple as the inexpensive 
spiral-bound notebooks sold in three-packs with school supplies, at the beginning of 
the school year. Offer a cup of pencils or pens to accompany these. By keeping a set 
of blank books on hand, a child can take one and keep it in the “safekeeping” box 
or folder you provide for each child. Even when we have children who are one-time 
visitors to the room, we always make each child a folder. We tell these visitors, “You 
can take what you made home with you, but if you ever come back, this folder will 
be here for you and your work.” These folders can be discarded manila folders you 
found in your church cleanup session, stored in a plastic milk crate.

Remember that work time for children can be time that they work on themselves, 
too, by lying down or sitting quietly alone. I use the yoga positions for the Sun 
Salutation	to	pray	the	Lord’s	Prayer;	I	keep	photographs	of	those	poses	on	a	work	
shelf. I also have a miniature sacred labyrinth that sits on an old music stand near  
the work corner. 

Children may work on themselves before they even enter the room. I find it helpful 
to have a mirror attached with suction cups outside the door of the room, at eye 
level, for the younger children. The door person can ask them to take a look at 
themselves in the mirror and make sure they’re ready to enter the room.

Build the Stories
Next start to build stories for the room. Remember that if you set a big paper clip 
down in the sand and say, “That’s the city of Jericho,” children will go along. It’s 
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