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What can we learn from different presentations of the Christmas stories? 

Background knowledge for teachers 
A festival in a religion is usually about remembering. Christmas is 
important because it means the stories of Jesus’ birth are 
remembered every year. For Christians, the festival is not – merely 
or really - about Santa, presents or turkey, but about God coming to 
earth. While there is a secular Christmas, inseparable from the 
religious Christmas of Christians, RE learning will focus on what 
matters most to Christians at Christmas, and this is the idea of 
incarnation – God becoming human. So whatever work you do 
about Christmas with 9-11s, consider how to teach them that the 
baby in the barn is, for Christians, God come down to live as a 
human being. Incarnation is the spiritual heart of the celebration. 
 

This work uses some examples of the ways Christians portray the 
stories of Mary, Joseph and Jesus in fresh light. Over familiar stories 
can lose their power, so this story is retold in new ways all the time.  
There are tasks arising from a startling work of art, a way of 
exploring beliefs through songs and carols and a learning idea using 
mobile phone messages. The emphasis must be on pupils’ 
thoughtfulness. 
 

There are three main learning tasks, which can take three lessons, 
building up understanding by revisiting the key concepts in different 
ways. 

Assessment for learning 
Pupils who can say ‘yes’ to these kinds of 
outcome statements will be working towards, 
at, or beyond the expected steps for 11 year 
olds. 

Pupils working at step3 will be able to: 
 Describe some different ways of retelling 

the stories of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. 
 Make links between the ancient story and 

some modern expressions of the story  
 Give a simple reason why they think a 

work of art can be a good expression of 
Christian belief 

Pupils working at step4 will be able to: 
 Use words like ‘incarnation’, ‘miracle’ and 

‘celebrate’ to show they understand the 
importance of christmas for Christians 

 Show their understanding of Christian 
belief through their engagement with the 
stories of the nativity 

 Apply ideas about God, angels, the 
Madonna and worship to their 
understanding of the stories of the birth 
of Jesus 

Pupils working at step5 will be able to : 
 Explain why Jesus matters more to 

Christians than Santa Claus 
 Explain some similarities and differences 

between different expressions of 
Christian belief about Jesus in music, art 
and text 

 Explain their own views on questions such 
as: What is the real meaning of 
Christmas? Do artists and musicians 
express the real meaning of Christmas? 
What matters most to Christians at 
Christmas?  

 

Core knowledge for pupils 
RE expects some rigorous outcomes from this kind of work. Pupils 
will learn to use some key words such as miracle, Madonna, 
incarnation, celebration, festival, worship and gospel. Applying 
these concepts for themselves, they may be able to explain how and 
why Christians see Christmas as one of the two great miracles of 
their faith (incarnation and resurrection are the miracles of 
Christmas and Easter).  
 

RE also encourages imaginative engagement with faith stories such 
as these, and the creative tasks – with mobile phone messages, 
writing new verses for a carol or song and creating a work of art 
about Christmas – are also at the heart of the learning here. 

Curriculum links 
English: This work connects to literacy and the English curriculum, 
where telling stories from particular points of view is an important 
skill which children will practice here. 
Art: The purpose of the art curriculum in England is to enable pupils 
“to think critically and develop a more rigorous understanding of art 
and design. They should also know how art and design both reflect 
and shape our history.” This work makes a good contribution to art 
through RE. 

Web support 
There is a PowerPoint sequence to use with 
this article available to REToday and NATRE 
members on our website. 
Every Christmas, there are new examples of 
how to retell the story with wit and wisdom on 
YouTube and other web outlets. See what you 
can find this year! 
Antonia Rolls’ website is: 
www.antoniarolls.co.uk   

 

  

Age Range 

8-11 

 

http://www.antoniarolls.co.uk/
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Male Madonna  

By Antonia Rolls 

“If you change the 
gender of the person 
who holds the Christ 
Child, does it change 
everything? Or 
nothing?  

This is about the role 
of fathers, and the 
care and love they give 
to children.”   

Oil on wood 

About  120cm x 70cm 

Enquiry questions: 

Make up questions 

about this picture 

beginning with each of 

these words: 

What 

Where 

When 

How 

Who 

Why 

Which 

What if 

Whyever 

Can you imagine 

 

Activity 1: Visual Learning from a Male Madonna 
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Activity 1: Questioning an image: a four-step process for enquiry learning in RE 

Begin this lesson by putting the image on the preceding page onto the whiteboard and into the centre of 
some sheets of A3 paper. Give these out, one for each group of three pupils. Remind pupils of the question 
words we use to start an enquiry. For this work, the long list of ten ‘question starts’ in the box to the right 
of the picture is a good prompt. This method can be used with many different pictures.  

What if… Art Task: Ask pupils to think about Antonia Rolls’ painting, and then to imagine and create a 

fresh image of their favourite moment in the Christmas story. What if Jesus was born in our town? What if the 
shepherds were refuse collectors? What if the angels sang to homeless people? What if the wise men brought 
modern gifts? What if Joseph, Mary and Jesus had to run away from an evil enemy today? Make an art gallery to 
go with the school nativity play!   

•Ask trios of learners to write some questions around the edge of the picture, beginning with 
at least 6 different words from the box. Give them time to do this thoughtfully. Model the 
activity by suggesting examples of 'shallower' and 'deeper' questions: Who is it? What 
colours did the painter use most? Why did the painter do this picture? How does the man in 
the picture feel? Why do the man and the baby have haloes? What title would you choose 
for the picture? Is it surprising? Why?

Step 1: 
Raise 

questions.  

•Move the sheets round the class into a new group, and ask the children to read 
the questions on their new sheet of paper. Can they guess, by discussion, what 
answers could be given? The focus here is on different answers, perhaps all of 
them tentative- pupils will identify what they need to know for themselves. Are 
there any words they might use to answer? 

Step 2: Discuss 
possible answers.  

•Next give them the information and ideas sheet (page 28 below). You 
could read this aloud with a younger class, or show the points one by 
oen on the whiteboard, but don’t offer much comment on it. The 
sheet may help the group to write answers to some of the questions. 

Step 3: Get better 
informed.  

•Ask your trios of pupils to consider how to write deep and 
thoughtful answers, and revise and refine their answers 
before the sheet is handed back to the original trio.In their 
groups, pupils use the information to develop the best 
possible answers, first in conversation, then in writing. 
Sheets are handed back to the group that raised the 
questions.

Step 4: Refine and develop 
answers.  
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Information and Thoughts: The Madonna and Child / The Male Madonna 

 

  

Antonia says: “I put a towel over 

the Male Madonna’s arm. It is like a 

sick cloth. But then I thought I 

wanted to put some icon images on 

it, to link up God with everything 

that is ordinary.  The cloth gives 

you a hint that there is more to it 

than just a man holding a baby, but 

it is just that as well.” 

Antonia says: “The picture 

makes you think: ‘what’s 

wrong?’ But what’s right with it 

is that the father is a very 

tender person. It might make 

you look at men in a different 

way. It doesn’t diminish the 

Virgin Mary though.” 

 
Antonia says: “I think that in 

ordinary life God is just 

beside you, shining 

sunbeams on you.”  

 

Antonia says: “I got the idea for this 

picture from seeing my friend 

Stephen lit up by sunlight one day. 

In a difficult time of his life, I 

painted him as the male Madonna. 

To me, it is almost like he became 

the father of all humankind.” 

Antonia says: “The Male Madonna 

means that the real dad of Jesus is 

God. This can make you look at the 

story in a different way. I think it 

makes Mary less remote. You can’t 

put the story in a box: you don’t 

know what it means.” 

The very earliest painting of Jesus with 

his mother Mary is in a cave in Rome, 

and is probably over 1900 years old. 

Christians have painted many 

thousands of different ‘Madonna and 

Child’ pictures since then. They often 

help people to worship.  

There are more art works of the 

‘Madonna and Child’, Mary and Jesus, 

than any other topic in the world, 

except for Jesus’ crucifixion. Some 

people say they are so popular because 

everyone has been a child, and 

everyone has a mother, so we identify 

with these pictures ourselves.  

 Antonia Rolls, the artist who made the 

‘Male Madonna’ lives in Bognor Regis. 

She likes painting stories of Jesus set in 

modern times and places, and has 

painted some other moments from 

Jesus’ life like this. You could see more 

examples at her website.  

‘Madonna’ means ‘My Lady’ and 

refers to the mother of Jesus. She is 

a Saint in many different Christian 

churches. For example, Catholic 

Christians pray to Mary for help 

when they are in any troubles. 
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Activity 2: Beliefs in songs: working them out Lines from famous Christmas carols and songs that 

express beliefs about Jesus: what beliefs about Jesus can you find in these songs? Make a list with a partner, 
using the prompt: “A Christian belief in this song is...” 

“Hark now hear the angels sing 
New king born today 

Mankind will live forever more 
Because of Christmas Day” 

Mary’s Boy Child 
Made famous by Boney M 

“Silent night, holy night 
Son of God, love’s pure light 

Radiant beams your holy face 
With the dawn of redeeming grace” 

Silent Night 
Franz Gruber, 1818 

“A
 C

h
ristian

 b
e

lie
f in

 th
is so

n
g is...” 

“Be near me Lord Jesus 
I ask you to stay 

Close by me forever 
And love me, I pray” 

‘Away in a Manger’ – attributed to Martin 
Luther 

“The child is a King, 
The carollers sing, 
The old has passed 

There's a new beginning” 
‘Mistletoe and Wine’ 

Cliff Richard’s 1988 Christmas Number 1 

“He came down to earth from heaven 
Who is God and Lord of All 

And his shelter was a stable 
And his cradle was a stall” 

From ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ 
By Ms C F Alexander, 1848 

“What can I give him, poor as I am? 
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb 
If I were a wise man, I would do my part 

What I can, I give him: give my heart” 
‘In the bleak midwinter’ 

By Christina Rosetti, 1862 

“It is the season of the heart 
A special time of caring 

The ways of love made clear 
It is the season of the spirit 
The message, if we hear it, 

Is: make it last all year.” 
The Muppets Christmas Carol 

“A ray of hope flickers in the sky  
A tiny star lights up way up high  

All across the land, dawns a brand new 
morn  

This comes to pass when a child is born” 
‘When a Child is Born’ 

Johnny Mathis 

Activity 2: Meaning in Carols 

Blow up the section of this page above and give pupils a copy between two or three. Ask pupils to search for 
beliefs in the songs. They might also collect some more lines from carols that show the same beliefs. To make 
the activity simpler, you could give pupils a list of Christian beliefs: ‘Jesus is God’s child.’ ‘Jesus was not proud.’  
‘Jesus makes God’s way of love clear to us.’ ‘Jesus’ birth brought hope to the world.’ Ask pupils to write a new 
verse to a well known Christmas song, to fit the tune and express what Christians believe about Christmas. 

Activity 3: Angel Messages 

Show pupils page 30 below (there is a PowerPoint on the Members’ website). Ask them to work out the story 
from the 4 phone messages. Give pupils in groups of 4 the challenge to write short messages of the 
conversations between the Angel and the other characters in the story at these 8 key moments: 

1. The Angel comes to 
visit Mary and tell her 
she is going to have a 
baby. Mary accepts 
the message. 

2. Joseph dreams of the 
angel, who tells him 
to go ahead and 
marry Mary, and call 
the baby ‘Jesus’ 

3. The baby is born in a 
cattle shed because 
all Bethlehem is full. 
The angels watch. 

4. The Angel appears to 
some shepherds and 
asks them to go and 
welcome the new 
baby, who is God 
come down to earth. 

5. The angel is joined by 
the choir of angels, 
who sing ‘Peace on 
Earth’ to the 
shepherds. 

6. The angel warns the 
Magi who have 
visited the baby with 
gifts to go home a 
secret way, avoiding 
evil king Herod. 

7. The Angel appears to 
Joseph and tells him 
to take Mary and 
Jesus to Egypt to be 
safe from evil king 
Herod. 

8. At the end of the 
story, the angel 
reports back to 
‘Heavenly High 
Command’ How did it 
all go?  
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Angel Messages. We asked 9-11 year olds to retell the story of the Nativity through mobile phone messages 

between angels and other characters. Here are four examples. Tasks like this work well if children enjoy thinking 

about the deeper meanings of the story and use their literacy skills to explore possibilities, feelings and ideas. 

  

  
 

To access the PowerPoint that goes with this handout go with this handout please click here. 

https://www.natre.org.uk/uploads/Member%20Resources/What%20can%20we%20learn%20from%20different%20presentations%20of%20the%20Christmas%20stories%20PPT.pdf

