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Stories of Faith in the Age of Social Media: Embracing 

Microanimation as a Tool For Telling Faith-Based Stories

James Shea Stanley

November 2020

In this thesis, I will examine how filmmakers can create work that is impactful by adopting the short-form 
storytelling common to social media platforms. This thesis will focus on stories of the Christian faith 
and how they can be retold through the lens of social media. I will embrace several different design 
aesthetics, production methods and storytelling techniques to tell three stories from the Bible, each with 
a distinct visual style and series of microanimations. The use of microanimations will force the distillation 
of these stories into their clearest, most concise forms. Viewed individually, each microanimation will 
present a “moment” of storytelling. When collected and viewed in sequence, these microanimations will 
create an ultra-short form narrative telling of its particular story from the Bible.

keywords: Christianity, faith, microanimation, Moho Studio, After Effects, Procreate, hand-drawn 
animation, motion graphics 

ABSTRACT
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ARTIST’S STATEMENT

I have spent most of my creative life as a graphic designer and illustrator. Most of my career as an artist 
has consisted of design created for what I consider the “gallery of the everyday”. A stroll around the 
supermarket displays the design work of hundreds of anonymous artists calling for our attentions from 
the shelves. Department store toy aisles contain hundreds of works of sculpture and design. Even in our 
dress, art is everywhere, be it the intricate pattern on an infinity scarf or a souvenir concert t-shirt from 
the Rolling Stones’ latest “final tour”. Our entertainment bombards us with imagery created by armies of 
artist, from comic books and video games to the biggest blockbuster movies. This is the art we encounter 
every single day, everywhere we go.

This is the art that influences and inspires me. I love design. Video game design. Animation design. 
Toy design. T-shirt design. Breakfast cereal package design. This is the art I find myself currently most 
excited about creating. It is the art that reaches us all, every day, any place we go.
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THESIS STATEMENT

Short-form storytelling presented through the lens of social media has become an important 

influencer in modern culture. Storytelling driven by social media travels far and fast, at times 
wielding immediate influence with great reach. The embrace of microanimation and social media 
as a delivery format will allow filmmakers to present stories of faith in a way that takes advantage 
of modern trends toward short-form storytelling.
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EXAMPLES OF CHRISTIAN-THEMED 

STORIES IN ANIMATION

The animated film as a medium of storytelling has always 
had the ability to present narratives in a fresh perspective. 
Animation offers its purveyors the opportunity to cast their 

stories in a new light, free from the restraints of other 
mediums, such as live-action film. Animation can be epic 
or intimate. Animation allows for artists to tell deeply 
personal stories. Among the most personal of stories for 
many people are stories of faith.

The arts have always been a conduit for the expression 
and investigation of religious faith. Whether in the form of 
illuminated manuscripts, hymns of praise and devotion, 

or written works that ask questions of faith and offer new 
insights into man’s relationship with God, artists have for 
centuries used faith as subject matter and inspiration for 
the creation of their works.

Hugh Harman’s 1939 animated film, Peace on Earth, is an 

example of a work that uses Biblical messaging outside 
of a religious setting to deliver its moral. Peace on Earth 

is an anti-war film warning about the inevitable outcome 
of man’s propensity for war: death and destruction, and 
the eventual extinction of mankind. Set in a world in 
which man has vanished from the world at his own hand, 
the film uses Biblical messaging, such as, “Thou Shalt 
Not Kill” and “Goodwill toward men”, as a framework by 
which all remaining life, in this case animal life, might Figure 1. Peace on Earth, still.
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avoid mankind’s fate.(Harman)  Again, this is an example 
of a work being influenced, if not dependent, on religious 
materials and messages of faith.

Another example of an animated work driven by a story of 
faith is DreamWorks’ 1998 animated feature, The Prince 

of Egypt. The film tells the story of the Book of Exodus 

with extreme reverence for the spiritual and religious 
implications of the story.(The Prince of Egypt)  In Christen 
Harty Schaeffer’s 1999 documentary, The Making of the 

Prince of Egypt, various cast and crew members speak 
about the care with which filmmakers approached the 
telling of the story of Moses. The story of Moses as a 
deeply personal story of faith was a constant consideration 
during the making of the film.(Schaefer)  This approach 
is supported in Amy Wallace’s Los Angeles Times article, 
“A Big Gamble in the Making.” In the article, Wallace 
mentions that filmmakers regularly sought the input of 
over 350 religious leaders. At times entire scenes were 
rewritten based on feedback from this group.(Wallace) 
The article also mentions DreamWorks’ efforts to develop 
study guides, tailored to different religious groups as a 

teaching tool. (Wallace)

 These accounts speak openly to the respect the film’s 
creators had for the story’s messages of faith and the 
effort to make them central to the movie.

Figure 2. The Prince of Egypt, poster.
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STORYTELLING IN THE AGE 

OF SOCIAL MEDIA

The rise of social media has had a profound effect on the 

way that society now receives information. Social media 
has created a means of information and entertainment 

consumption that twenty years ago was unimaginable. 
Information and entertainment is now available twenty four 
hours a day. It is portable. It is capable of a robust delivery 
method, consisting of text, photographic imagery, both 

still and moving, and sound. This content can be curated 
or uncurated. It may be edited and carefully crafted or raw 
and unfiltered.  It may be created by global corporations 
with deep pockets, or it may be produced by a teenage kid 
with a paper route and a smartphone. Social media has 
democratized the telling of stories. Anyone with internet 
access can now tell their stories to a global audience.

With a daily user base of greater than 500 million people, 
Instagram, which is owned by Facebook, is one of the 

leading social media platforms.(Omnicore)  Unlike other 
social media platforms, Instagram’s primary purpose 
is to allow users to share photos and videos to their 
followers.(Instagram)  

Instagram limits the length of video posts to 60 seconds 

each in a post.(Instagram)  While this may be perceived 
as a limitation of the platform, it is also an opportunity 

for filmmakers to push their medium. It challenges them 
to explore an economy of storytelling that must meet the 

challenge of such a short amount of time. In the case 
of this project, it inspired the idea of working with what 
I have termed “microanimations”. Microanimation seeks 
to tell as complete as story as possible in the shortest 

amount of time. If given the task of telling a complete and 
compelling story within the 60 second Instagram limit, the 
greater challenge is to push for a way to tell stories in 
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Figure 3. Golgotha, concept art.

an even more compact amount of time. Can a story told 
in 60 seconds be more efficiently told in 30, or 15 or 10 
seconds? Can a story told in 10 seconds have as much 

impact as one told in 60 seconds? How does the three-act 
structure work in a microanimation?

In his Poetics, Aristotle asserted that a story “is what has 
a beginning, middle, and end.”(Aristotle) This is “story” 
reduced to its simplest definition. Thinking of story in this 
way is essential to the microanimation format. It forces the 
filmmaker to define in the most economic terms of what 

a beginning, middle and end must consist. A character or 
camera movement could make up this three act structure 

defined by a beginning, middle and end. A shift in color, a 
change in the tone of the sound design, a short musical 

cue could each encompass this three act structure. It 
is the responsibility of the filmmaker to make decisions 
regarding design, acting, and cinematography that extract 

story from these components.
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STORY DESIGN FOR MICRO-ANIMATION

When designing for the short form narrative offered by 
social media, an economy of storytelling and an economy 

of design were required. Each of the stories were distilled 
to the simplest, most concise story points.

THE CRUCIFIXION

The crucifixion story was distilled into what were 
determined to be the most significant, and iconic story 
beats, settling on a total of four key story beats. As a 
means of simplification, there was no written script for this 
story. Instead, thumbnails for the pivotal imagery were 
created. This helped to keep story complexity in check.

 This telling of the story begins after Pilate’s condemnation 
of Jesus, opening with Christ dragging his cross down a 
dirt path. Of the four Biblical accounts of the crucifixion 
found in the Gospels of Mathew, Mark, Luke and John, 
only one indicates that Christ, Himself carried his own 
cross. John 19:17 states that “Jesus was now taken 

Figure 4. Christ Carrying Cross, El Greco. Oil on canvas
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in charge and, carrying his own cross, went out to the  
Place of the Skull…”. The other three Gospels indicate 
that Roman soldiers recruited a passerby named 
Simon, from Cyrene, to carry the cross to Golgotha. 
(New English Bible:Oxford Study Edition)

The next story point is the actual hanging of Christ from 

the cross, crucified on Golgotha along with two criminals. 

The image of Christ crucified on the cross one of the most 
prominently used and familiar images in the Christian 

religion. This story point taps into the audience’s familiarity 
with the image to quickly move the story along.

The third story point was chosen, once again specifically 
to take advantage of audience familiarity with Christian 
imagery, in this case Christ’s hands nailed to the cross. The 
ubiquity of this imagery makes it an effective shorthand 
for this scene. There is no need to see the act of Christ 
being nailed to the cross. A close-up of one hand, nailed 
to a cross provides a significant amount of storytelling 
value in a limited amount of time. 

The final story beat is a close-up of Christ on the cross as 
he surrenders his last breath and dies. These four scenes, 
between 5 and 8 seconds each, concisely tell the story of 
Christ’s crucifixion. They rely on no dialogue, using only 
visual imagery and sound design to tell a story of brutality 

and selflessness.Figure 5. Crucifixion, Eduard Karl Franz Gebhardt.
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THE THREE HEBREW CHILDREN

The second story told in this project is that of Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego from the Book of Daniel. The 
three brothers were thrown into a fiery furnace when 
they chose to remain loyal to the Lord, rather than bow 
down and worship a golden idol, under orders from King 
Nebuchadnezzer. A different approach was taken when 
attempting to distill this story to its essential elements.  
Rather than a breakdown of the versus of the Biblical story, 

a more contemporary retelling of the story was referenced, 
Dolly Parton’s 1971 song, “The Master’s Hand”. Parton 
relates the essence of story in a single verse:

“Three Hebrew children in days of old 

Were marched into the fiery coals 

‘Cause they would not deny the Lord 

Would not obey command 

And the furnace roared like a mighty storm 

But the Hebrew children saw no harm 

The flame was smothered by the master’s hand 

The Hebrew children loved their God 

And with them in the flames He trod 

To show the world that he was King 

And ruler over man 

Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego 

Had no fear of the fiery coals 

‘Cause they were holdin’ to the master’s hand.”(Parton)

This verse informed the different story beats as well as 
served as a template for the script. It is an extremely

Figure 6. 11th century mosaic representing the three 

Hebrew brothers in the fiery furnace.
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concise telling of the story that influenced imagery choice 
and usage for the segment.

SCENE 1: CLOSE-UP on a gleaming golden statue of a 
man dressed in a robe and a crown. Camera zooms out 
and King Nebuchadnezzar steps into frame. He looks out 
before him. CUT TO a crowd of subjects stand before 
him.

SCENE 2: CLOSE-UP on King Neb’s face as he 
scrutinizes the crowd. CUT-TO crowd kneeling, EXCEPT 
for three men. They are dressed differently from the rest 
of crowd and appear to be “others”. CLOSE-UP on King 
Neb’s face. He is scowling.

Scene 3: CLOSE-UP on King Neb’s angry face. CUT 
TO establishing shot of the fiery furnace. Neb’s arm 
enters frame, pointing toward furnace. CUT-TO the three 
brothers are seen falling into the fire, as though pushed.

Scene 4: CLOSE-UP on King Neb’s face. He is satisfied. 
His look of satisfaction turns to confusion. CUT-TO 
close up of the burning furnace. Flames roar, then 

we start to see a figure emerge from the flames, then 
another and another. The three brothers are standing in 
the fire, untouched by the flames. Then a fourth figure 
emerges from behind them. It is the silhouette of a man, 
nondescript and glowing white. He raises up his arms. 
We see that this glow has enveloped the brothers. The 
brothers emerge from the fire, unscathed.

Figure 7. The Hebrew Children, concept painting
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THE CREATION

The story of the creation from the Book of Genesis serves 

as the final film subject. Genesis chapter one presents 
a story in which the creation of man is not central too, 
but a final thought in the act of creation. Yahweh creates 
light, day and night, then brings forth the firmament from 
the waters and the creates the lands of the earth. He 
then creates all of the creatures of the sea, then the 

creatures of the air. Next he populates the land with 
creatures of many kinds. His last act of creation is that 
of Man, to whom he bestows dominion over the earth.  

(New English Bible:Oxford Study Edition)
These events in this order form the basis of the third film 
in this project. In attempt to convey this story in more 
modern terms, it is presented from the Creator’s point of 
view, looking out into a cosmic user interface/heads-up 
display. In this presentation of the story, creation becomes 
an act of inputting and adjusting parameters and adding 
functionality via sliders and buttons.

Figure 8. Star Trek Into Darkness, still user interface design.

Figure 9. The Avengers, still heads up display..
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VISUAL DESIGN FOR MICROANIMATION

Beyond considerations of economy of story in micro-

animations, a visual economy of design is necessary. 
When creating for this short-form method of storytelling, 
special design considerations are required. The over-
arching design direction for this project was George 
Lucas’s three second rule.  According to Doug Chiang, 
the art director for the Star Wars prequel trilogy, Lucas’s 
design philosophy was that a design must connect with 

an audience right away. Within three seconds, a design’s 
personality, function, direction must become evident 

to the audience.(Lucasfilm) This idea that design must 
communicate so clearly that it’s purpose is almost instantly 
known to the audience is essential to working in a micro-
animation format. In a five-second scene, every second 
must drive the story forward. 

Figure 10. Star Wars Episode 1: The Phantom Menace, concept painting.
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The visual design at times, must tell as much, if not more, 

of the story than dialog or on-screen action.

Golgotha

The story of the crucifixion can be interpreted many ways. 
It is a story of self-sacrifice. It is a testament to God and 
Christ’s all-encompassing love for mankind. There is 
beauty inherent in those ideas. But the story is also a 
brutal one. There is an ugliness to that idea. Reflecting 
that in the look of the Golgotha sequence was important.

The design phase began with the developing the design 
for Christ, the only character in the film. Fairly traditional 
looks were explored early on, long hair and beard, a 
more European look, consistent with the popular view 
of Christ. Eventually this look was abandoned. Instead, 
a more graphic approach to the character design was 
taken. Simple, more angular lines define the character, in 
particular the designs of Christ’s face. The eye’s are devoid 
of the iris and pupil as a means of visual simplification. 
This forces eye shape and brow shape alone to relate any 
emotion and eliminates any indication of gaze direction, a 

potential distraction to the viewer. Christ is presented with 
a shaved head. This serves two purposes. First, there is 
some speculation that Christ may have taken the Nazarite 

Figure 11. Golgotha, character design #1.
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Figure 12. Golgotha, character design #2.
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Figure 13. Golgotha, character design #3.
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vow.(Landgraf)  The Nazarite vow was a commitment that 
one would refrain from worldly comfort and pleasures as a 
means to be drawn closer to the presence of God.(Guzik) 
. One condition of this vow is that during the period of the 
vow, a person under the vow was not allowed to shave 
their hair.(Guzik). By having Christ with a shaved head, 
it could be implied that either Christ’s head was forcibly 
shaved by his persecutors as a means of humiliation, 

or that Christ himself, aware of his impending death, 
completed his vow and offered his cut hair as a sacrifice, 
as was customary.(Guzik)

The other reason for the shaved head is to simplify the 

design of the scene. By removing the hair, the crown of 
thorns has greater visual contrast with Jesus’s head. 
As one of the key images of the crucifixion story, the 

crown remains a clear and is easily identifiable with an 
initial glance.

Backgrounds for the scenes were kept sparse, with the 
scene of the three crosses on Golgotha as the exception.

Figure 14. Golgotha, character design #4.
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Figure 15. Golgotha, concept art of Christ carrying cross.
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Figure 16. Golgotha, storyboard #1.
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Figure 17. Golgotha, storyboard #2.
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Figure 18. Golgotha, Golgotha concept art.
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 The color palettes are muted and detail is minimized. This 
serves to reduce screen clutter, and helps maintain focus 

on the most important storytelling elements in each shot.

A hand-drawn 2D animation style was settled on for this 
segment. The story is a personal story and represents the 
last hours of Jesus’s human existence. A sketchy, hand-
drawn aesthetic was used to  help convey this idea. All 
the animation and painting, as well as background design, 
was created on an iPad Pro, using the animation features 
in the Procreate app. This created a mobile workflow that 
allowed production on this segment to be continue at 
anytime and in any setting.

Backgrounds were then exported as high-resolution, 
layered Photoshop files and the painted animation frames 
were exported as high-resolution PNG sequences with 
transparent backgrounds. These element were then 
recomposed in Adobe After Effects.

During compositing, a number of different techniques 
were used to desaturate color and add film grain and 

texture to each shot. This was done primarily to give the 
film a dirtier, grittier, worn look that visually reinforced the 
idea of the brutality of the story.

The sound design of this segment was also used to 
reinforce a sense of brutality and ugliness. A minimal 
score was used in the first scene, while much of the 
rest of the sequence consisted of layers of recordings 
of angry crowds, mechanical noises, thunder crashes 
and howling winds meant to create a dark and at times 
angry ambient soundscape.
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Figure 19. Golgotha, unprocessed stills from sequence 1.
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Figure 20. Golgotha, unprocessed stills from sequence 2.
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Figure 21. Golgotha, unprocessed stills from sequence 2.
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Figure 22. Golgotha, unprocessed stills from sequence 4.
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THE THREE HEBREW CHILDREN

The look of the Hebrew Children segment is inspired 
primarily by the work of Irish animation studio, Cartoon 
Saloon. Cartoon Saloon’s work, such as The Secret 

of Kells and Song of the Sea, employees a crisp 2D 

animation style, with strong geometric design and lushly 
textured environments.

Strong geometric shapes are used in this segment to 

aid in character development. Photo-real textures are 
incorporated into background elements as a means of 

establishing a richness to background elements, while 
contrasting simpler, flatter texturing of the character rigs.

The brothers, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego have 

rounded faces and no visible mouth, while the antagonist, 
King Nebuchadnezzar has an extremely angular facial 
construction consisting of very straight lines and sharp 

angles. This juxtaposition of soft and hard shapes helps 
to visually establish a difference in origin between the 
two parties.

Figure 23. The Secret of Kells, still.

Figure 24. Song of the Sea, still.
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The fourth character in the segment, a generic “subject” 
of the King also has a more straight and angular 
construction, meant to align him with the King and offer 
additional contrast with the brothers. This character, which 
is replicated multiple times in order to create a monolithic 

crowd of subjects, has a less textured appearance and 
a muted palette. This contrasts with the design of the 
brothers and helps to focus attention on the brothers upon 

their initial reveal.

2D puppet rigs were created, and animated in Moho 
studio then exported as PNG sequences with transparent 
background for compositing with background in After Effects.

Figure 25. The Hebrew Children, character designs.

Figure 26. The Three Hebrew Children, Nebuchadnezzer character design.
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All backgrounds were created on an iPad Pro, using 
Affinity Designer. Vector shapes were created to create 
strong clean shapes, then filled with high resolution 
photographic textures to create the overall look.   

Figure 27. The Three Hebrew Children,the three brothers character designs. Figure 28. The Three Hebrew Children, concept art
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Figure 31. The Three Hebrew Children, concept art #3

Figure 29. The Three Hebrew Children, kneeling subject animation thumbnails. Figure 30. The Three Hebrew Children, textures.

32 • Visual Design for Microanimation 



Figure 32. The Three Hebrew Children, background sequence #1
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Figure 33. The Three Hebrew Children, background sequence #2
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Figure 34. The Three Hebrew Children, background sequence #4
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CREATION

The design aesthetic for the creation segment was primarily 
informed by common cinematic and video heads-up display 

tropes. It is an increasingly well-known aesthetic, This built-
in audience understanding makes this a design aesthetic 

that is well-suited to microanimation.

The aesthetic for the segment falls more under the category 

of animation, rather than that of character animation, After 

Effects was used to create the entire segment.

Creation of the multiple display pieces was accomplished 
using multiple After Effects plug-ins from Red Giant. 
Products used included Trapcode Suite, Universe and VFX 
Suite. Multiple interface elements were able to be quickly 
created, modified and animated from within the application.

Figure 35. Creation, concept art #1.

Figure 36. Creation, concept art #2
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Figure 38. Creation, final “light” widget design

Figure 39. Creation, final “elements” widget design Figure 40. Creation, “oceans” simulation

Figure 37. Creation, final UI design.
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Figure 41. Creation, final UI design with “day/night” widget.
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Figure 42. Creation, final UI design with “populate” widget.
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CONCLUSION

Embracing microanimations as a tool for telling stories in the age of social media. The time limitations often imposed 
upon social media posts require that filmmakers work as concisely as possible to convey their message. This provides the 
opportunity to build works not around pages and pages of dialogue, but upon widespread understanding of iconography in 
the culture and shape language. Filmmakers must rely on the emotional property of color in their designs. Thousands of 
years of inherent human understanding of a visual language comes to the forefront of storytelling when embracing the use 
of microanimations and inspire a new understanding of storytelling in seconds, rather than minutes and hours.
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