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By Amy Dolan 

    Find out how Michael Novelli’s  
       biblical storying method has changed  
 the way kids experience the events of the Bible
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magine your elementary kids completely enthralled as 

you retell the disciples’ experiences at the last supper. 

Kids’ imaginations fully engaged, they picture what hap-

pened, then eagerly discuss their questions and thoughts 

about this incredible moment and how it makes them feel. 

this scenario is quickly becoming a reality in children’s ministries that 

adopt a new technique of storytelling developed by Michael Novelli, 

author of Shaped by the Story: Helping Students Encounter God in a New Way 

(Zondervan). Consider Rolling Hills Community Church in tualatin, oregon, 

which has implemented Novelli’s Bible storying method. 

By Amy Dolan 



Gary Strudler, children’s 
ministries pastor at Rolling 
Hills, felt compelled to help 
the children in his ministry 
become more biblically liter-
ate. Strudler was astonished 
to find that many of the kids 
in his ministry didn’t recog-
nize significant events in the 
Bible—even after he’d spent 
years planning and deliver-
ing relevant Sunday morning 
lessons. 

“I began to wonder if there 
were universal methods for 
helping children learn and 
retain stories,” says Strudler. 
He picked up the book Shaped 
by the Story by Michael Novelli 
and quickly realized he’d 
found a new way for children 
to interact with and grasp the 
events of the Bible. 

Novelli defines Bible story-
ing as “being rooted in the 
ancient Hebrew approach to 
Scriptures, with a belief that 
we must allow the voice of the 
biblical narrative to speak.” 

Says Novelli, “We must 

create space and anticipa-
tion that the Scriptures have 
something to say to us each 
time we encounter them. The 
process of storying is based on 
imaginative storytelling, care-
ful observation, lively dialogue, 
and creative retellings—all with 
the intent to help us enter the 
story and find ourselves in it.”

Novelli developed his story-
ing method during his years 
as a youth pastor when he 
too, like Strudler, saw that 
kids weren’t engaged with the 
Bible. He struggled to find a 
new way to inspire them and 
after trying several different 
approaches, Novelli finally 
found a remarkably effective 
way to fully engage kids using 
these key elements.

• Relationships—
Relationships are  
the center- 
piece of the 
storytelling 
experi-
ence—
between 

kids and adults and between 
children.

• Preparation—Moments 
of quiet preparation are key 
to getting kids ready to hear 
the story and to helping them 
hear what God is saying to 
them through it. 

• Telling—The actual retell-
ing of the biblical narrative is 
when the story comes to life.

• Rewind—Kids have 
opportunities to retell the 
story in their own words and 
actions. 

• Dialogue—Kids get to 
talk about the story by tackling 
open-ended questions, such 
as, “What did you see in your 
mind when you heard the 
story?” 

Using this method, Novelli 
saw a new level of engage-
ment in his kids—and more 
important, he saw that the nar-
ratives of the Bible were having 
a transformative effect on the 
kids. He noticed kids’ relief 
when they realized the Bible 
wasn’t intimidating or irrel-
evant. He saw their ears perk 

up when they heard 
God speak-

ing 
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uniquely to them through the 
Bible. He found that the kids 
couldn’t wait to hear the “same 
old” stories—in this new way.

Biblical Storying in Action 
Over the last year, Strudler 

spent time learning about and 
applying Novelli’s biblical sto-
rying method in his ministry. 
Strudler follows a large group/
small group model in his minis-
try, so rather than starting from 
scratch, he chose to integrate 
the biblical storying principles 
into his already-established min-
istry model. When he officially 
launched the new, intentional 
method of Bible-event explora-
tion for preschoolers through 
preteens, he simply integrated it 
into the existing program, with 
the following new schedule. 

• Intentional Activities—
Children spend time participating 
in games, art, books, and various 
activities related to the upcoming 
story so they can connect with 
each other and their leaders. 

• Small Group 1—Rewind 
Time is when children get to 
review the previous week’s story. 
Leaders follow up on their small 
group’s discussion from the 
previous week, and kids get to 
talk about their thoughts on the 
story after a week has passed. 
This time is important for kids to 
learn the story in the context of 
relationships. 

• Large Group—The leader 
sets up the new story and 

encourages kids to get ready to 
listen to this week’s event from 
the Bible. Kids are encouraged 
to use their imagination and 
try to “see” the story in their 
minds. The leader retells the 
event in a creative way—using 
props, video, audio, interaction, 
theatrics—so children are fully 
engaged. 

• Small Group 2—The second 
small group time has three parts: 
Replay, Reflect, and Response. 

Replay: Children retell the 
story they just heard, either by 
using props, acting it out, or 
drawing symbols representing 
the details of the story. 

Reflect: Children grapple with 
open-ended questions such as, 
“How did the story make you 
feel?” or “What did you imagine 
in your mind about the story?” 

Response: This final part allows 
kids to respond individually to 
the story and talk about how 
God spoke to them through it. 

“It’s important for children 
to discover on their own what 
the story means to them as they 
journey through the process,” 
says Strudler. He notes that 
when we teach the Bible event 
and limit it to one application 
point for children, we some-
times lose the power of the Holy 
Spirit to speak to each child indi-
vidually. Using Novelli’s method, 
“I developed a new dependence 
on the work of the Spirit in my 
own life as a leader,” Strudler 
says. “Each week I must trust 
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everal years ago as a children’s 
director, I helped lead a sum-
mer experience that Michael 
Novelli created for high school 
students. For one week, I led 
several youth groups as they 

spent each day listening to a biblical event, 
discussing the event in their groups, and then 
participating in various stations that helped them 
express how God had spoken to them during the 
story. As I led those students, I was amazed to see 
15-, 16-, and 17-year-olds experience and react to 
an event from the Bible in ways similar to how I’d 
seen my preschoolers react. their eyes were wide, 
as if they’d never heard the stories before. they 
smiled as they discovered themselves or some-
one like them in the Bible stories. And they grew 
more fascinated with the mysteries of God and 
his people with each narrative. It was a spiritual 
experience for me as I too encountered the stories 
from the students’ perspective. 

That week changed my mind about the way 
we approach the Bible with the children in our 
church. It clarified my vision for how our pre-
school and elementary kids could experience sto-
ries. I went back to my church and began rethink-

that God will lead the children—
and me. Control over the story is 
ultimately out of my hands.” 

Novelli compares the storying 
process to flying a kite because 
it can sometimes feel like the 
kite is flying the operator, not 
the other way around. 

“Leading through a Bible story 
can be unpredictable because 
God’s Spirit and people’s imagi-
nations will take the story to 
new and wonderful places,” says 
Novelli. “The great thing is that 
this process always draws partici-
pants back into the story.” 

A Story for the Future
One of the most important 

keys to Strudler’s success imple-
menting the storying method so 
far has been the time he took 

with his team to inspire vision 
and ownership of this new way 
of delivering Bible truths. While 
developing the stories and 
related lessons, he consistently 
asked his team for feedback so 
they were part of the creative 
process. He made sure his team 
knew the differences between 
what they’d been doing in the 
past and what they were going 
to be doing. Plus, he keeps his 
leaders knowledgeable about the 
new model by sharing how kids 
are responding. 

Strudler says he hopes the 
storying process inspires the 
children in his ministry in very 
specific ways. He sees kids 
understanding the Bible and 
knowing God on a deeper level. 
He believes they’ll develop a 
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deeper relationship with God 
as they experience his Spirit in 
a new and fresh way thanks to 
storying.  

Novelli offers this to chil-
dren’s ministers seeking a new 
way to invite people into God’s 
story: “Explore the ancient 
method of storying by simply 
trying it and being open to what 
might happen when the Spirit 
fully leads. We must explore 
new ways of helping children 
engage in the learning process 
because if we don’t allow them 
to create as they learn, we’ll lose 
them.”

Let’s engage in a new conver-
sation about teaching children 
in our ministries. As the world 
continues to change and teaching 
our kids becomes more complex, 

we know one thing stays the 
same: the truth that God loves 
our children and wants them to 
know and experience him fully. 
What a beautiful day it is when 
children in our ministries ask 
questions about events in the 
Bible, use their imaginations to 
consider the story, and then grow 
excited to share what God is 
saying to them about it. What a 
wonderful day indeed! cm

Amy Dolan is the leader of Lemon 
Lime Kids (lemonlimekids.word 
press.com), a consulting com-
pany that seeks to 
encourage church-
es to consider a 
fresh approach to 
leading and teach-
ing children. 

ing how we were having kids experience the 
Bible. After watching how the storying method 
transformed older kids, I could only imagine how 
much we could impact the kids in our children’s 
ministry—simply by adjusting how we relayed the 
events of the Bible to them.

The end result? I got to see our children come 
alive in new ways as their questions, observations, 
and thoughts were equally valued. I got to see our 
small group leaders encourage children to share 
with their friends how God was leading them. I 
got to see kids completely absorbed 
by Bible stories they'd sat 
through before with disinterest 
and glazed eyes. I even got to 
see a new level of engage-
ment from our adult leaders. 
I remember one first-grade 
boys’ leader telling me that 
he’d learned new things 
and thought in new ways 
about the Bible as he listened 
to the children in his group. 
It was absolutely wonderful to 
watch God’s great story take 
center stage in kids’ lives. 
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KidsNews

We’re making a 
“newsletter” more 
than a good idea, 
we’re making it 

possible!

The kids love getting 
their newsletter in the 
mail!  It’s been a great 
way for us to provide 

information to the 
parents, and best of all 
is the impact it has on 
newcomers & visitors 
when they get our NL 

and see that our
Kids Ministry ROCKS!

Keeta ~ Kids Director & Mom
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