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Introduction


 


What stories from childhood are still in your head? When I take a moment to think about this, pictures come to mind from books read to me, along with the sound of the long-gone storyteller’s voice. I remember a box of Bible stories for children that arrived at our house from a jumble sale. I poured over the pictures before I could read the words but soon learned about Jesus, the helper, and the stories he told. Stories matter because they communicate with us as information and as characters and places that come alive in our imaginations, leaving their mark and helping us shape a sense of who we are whether or not we realise this. 


In writing this book, I wanted children to experience stories from scripture and stories about Christians who have led remarkable lives in a way that resonates with them and sparks their curiosity. For this reason, all the stories in this collection involve contemporary children stepping back through time to hear a story about a person or an event and, through the characters of modern children, asking questions. In doing this, children encounter a story in a modern worldview, ask questions about it, and then form a personal response through a short activity at the end of each story. In RE lessons, the stories will help orient children into the time of Jesus, for example, by thinking how difficult it is to make a hole in someone’s roof before encountering the scriptural text. When learning about saints, children will learn about the time in history the saint lived in, think about the changes that happened because of their faith and how these changes resonate with people today. Each story is a glimpse into a life or an event, a first step in learning and an invitation to follow the footprints of faith.


I hope you enjoy reading it and sharing it with others. It may spark an interest in the history of a place or person and the changes that happened as a result of their choices or change your thoughts about a familiar story from scripture as you follow the golden footprints through time.


Nancy Walbank
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1


Joan the Maid


Joan of Arc


‘I’m sure that it is a girl,’ said Mart, gazing at the picture on the art gallery’s wall.


‘It can’t be,’ Luiz replied. ‘Girls don’t wear armour.’


Mart stared at the figure in the painting, who wore a suit of armour but also looked too young to be a knight. The label next to the painting said, ‘Saint Joan of Arc’, but saints said prayers and helped people. They didn’t wear suits of armour. She ran her fingers through her short, brown hair and looked down at her T-shirt and jeans, imagining putting on heavy armour like the person in the painting and riding into a battle.


‘I think anyone can wear armour if they want, Luiz. I think I would.’


Luiz pulled a face at his sister. ‘Come on, let’s go and find a gallery guide to help us.’


The children walked away, looking for an explanation of the mysterious person in the painting.


‘Look, Luiz.’ Mart pointed to some golden footprints on the floor. ‘Maybe they will lead us to a guide?’


Following the footprints, the children found an archway covered by a dark red curtain edged with gold fabric.


‘Oh, how fancy!’ Mart said as she pulled back the curtain.


They walked into what seemed to be a huge tent, bustling with people.


‘Is this a living museum bit? It smells funny, a bit like horse poo!’ Luiz pinched his nose as they looked around.


Mart resisted the urge to pinch her nose like Luiz. There was a strong, sweaty smell of farm animals, but she could only see people inside the big brown tent, busily placing wooden bowls and food on a brown table that stretched down the middle.


‘Why are you two just standing there? There is so much work to do before the coronation!’


Mart and Luiz turned towards the speaker, who stared at them, hands on her hips and head to one side. She wore a long, grey dress with white sleeves, an apron around her waist and a white scarf tied around her head.


‘Pardon us,’ Mart answered. ‘We are a bit lost. We were looking for some information about Joan of Arc because we didn’t understand the painting we were looking at.’


‘Joan of Arc?’ The lady pulled a face. ‘I don’t know a Joan of Arc. Do you mean Joan the Maid? Her father is called Jacques d’Arc, but it’s not her name. Everyone calls her the Maid because she is so young.’


‘Does she sometimes wear armour? Like a knight?’


‘Of course! Have you been sleeping under a rock not to know about Joan, or are you English spies?’ The lady glared at them.


Thinking how to answer very quickly before they were taken for spies, Luiz replied, ‘My name is Luiz, named after my father who is from Portugal, and this is my sister, Mart.’


‘I’m Charlotte.’ The lady pointed at herself. ‘Portugal is far from France, is it not? Perhaps that is why you do not know about the Maid and why you are wearing strange clothes.’


Mart and Luiz nodded in agreement.


‘Help me to scrub the carrots for the coronation feast and I will share what I know about Joan.’


Agreeing, Luiz and Mart followed Charlotte into the kitchen where a mountain of dirty vegetables sat. As they sat on stools and received scrubbing brushes from Charlotte, Mart realised that the carrots were all different colours – purple, white and yellow, but not the familiar orange of home. Picking up a carrot each, they all started scrubbing as Charlotte told her story.
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‘Of course, you know that the English have been fighting the French for many, many years – what feels like forever. They believe the country belongs to them, and lots of battles have happened over the last hundred years. Well, Joan first appeared when it seemed that the English were winning. She wanted to speak to Charles, the dauphin, a prince of France and leader of the army, who was holding a council at the great castle of Chinon in the Loire Valley. Some called it the council of despair! Joan appeared with six knights, saying she had a message from God. At first, she was mistaken for a boy as she wore a tunic and breeches, not a dress, and under her black, woollen cap, her hair was cropped as short as yours.’ Charlotte pointed to Mart.


‘But who was she? Where did she come from?’ Luiz asked.


‘I am coming to that!’ sighed Charlotte, picking another carrot from the pile. ‘Of course, you can’t just turn up and speak to the dauphin saying you’ve heard a message from God. You might be making it up!


‘Joan’s family are simple farmers. She said she had heard the voice of an angel when she was only thirteen. No one believed her, and her father decided she should get married as soon as possible to stop her nonsense. But Joan said her life belonged to God, so when she was sixteen, she convinced the local judge that she should not be forced to marry the man her father chose. You see, this was already extraordinary. As a girl, Joan was her father’s property. But she knew God had a deeper purpose for her life.


‘Joan heard an angel give her a message for Charles, and him alone. So, Joan travelled to find him even though she was only sixteen and knowing how dangerous the war made travelling.


‘When Joan first arrived among Charles’s supporters, she found he was away in a distant castle. She spoke to Robert de Baudricourt, an army captain. At first, he did not believe a young girl. Yet, Joan spoke so passionately about God’s message to drive away the English, that many of Charles’s supporters began to think that she was the one who would save France from them. Robert gave her an escort of six knights and took her to see Charles the dauphin. Thinking like a soldier, Joan cut her hair short and wore men’s clothes for the journey to the castle where Charles was holding his council.’


‘I remember, you said they despaired because there was no hope for the French,’ Mart interrupted. Wondering about the painting they had seen, she continued, ‘What did they say about her wearing men’s clothes? Did the king give her a suit of armour?’


Charlotte paused as a young boy pushed past her carrying a huge basket full of delicious smelling bread.


‘Keep listening and scrubbing, please.’ Charlotte pointed at Mart’s empty hands. ‘Charles agreed to speak to Joan, he had nothing to lose, and she told him God’s angel had promised her she would see him crowned king. She asked him for an army to lead to Orléans, a northern city that was surrounded by the English. Charles knew there was something special about our Joan. Against the advice of his generals, Charles sent Joan into battle wearing a white suit of armour, riding a white horse to fight the English army at Orléans. Joan wrote a letter to the English, telling them to hand over the city’s keys to her, the Maid. If they did not, she would make them leave. She was coming on behalf of the King of Heaven to send the English back to their land! When they did not move, Joan led the French army against the English again and again until the English were forced to retreat. Orléans was free!’
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