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A Story for Advent

Stir us up, O Lord, to make ready for your only-begotten Son. May we be able to 

serve you with purity of soul through the coming of him who lives and reigns.

Advent Prayer

Advent. Adventus. Ecce advenit Dominator Dominus. Behold, the Lord, the Ruler, 

is come. Reaching back two millennia to the birth of the Christ child and forward 

to his reign on earth, the tradition of Advent is a threefold celebration of the birth of Jesus, 

his eventual second coming to earth, and his continued presence in our lives here and now. 

God in our past, God in our future, God in our present.

Advent.

It started with people going hungry to purify and prepare themselves for holy living. A 

fast, we call it, and such a fast was ordered by the Council of Saragossa in A.D. 381. For 

three weeks before Epiphany (a feast in January that commemorates the divine revelation of 

Jesus to the gentile Magi), the people were to prepare themselves by fasting and prayer. The 

tradition spread to France in A.D. 581 by decree of the Council of Macon, and to Rome and 

he declared that it should start the fourth Sunday before Christmas.

Fasting is no longer a part of Advent in most homes and churches (though it wouldn’t be a 

bad idea). For us it means taking a few minutes each day, for the three or four weeks before 

Christmas, to center our thoughts on Truth Incarnate lying in a feeding trough in Bethlehem. 

BEFORE THE STORY
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In the midst of December’s commotion and stress, Advent is a few moments to stop, catch 

your breath, and renew your strength from the only One who can provide true strength.

Jotham’s Journey is one tool you can use to implement a time of Advent in your family—

whether yours is a traditional family structure, or one of the many combinations of fathers 

and mothers, stepparents and grandparents and guardians and children that make up today’s 

families. You can use this story to implement Advent even if your family is just you.

Set aside a few minutes each day, beginning the fourth Sunday before Christmas (see 

the chart in the back of the book) to light the Advent candles, read the Jotham story and 

devotional for that day, and pray together. You can also use an Advent calendar (see “Advent 

Customs”), sing a favorite Christ-centered carol (Frosty’s a nice guy, but has no place in 

Advent), and have a time of family sharing.

to bed. Our Advent wreath has a traditional place on a table next to the living room read-

ing chair. The children take turns lighting the candles and reading all the windows of the 

Advent calendar, and then adding that day’s reading at the end. By the light of the Advent 

candles I read the last few lines of the previous day’s Jotham story, then go on to today’s 

story and devotion. Afterward my wife leads in prayer as we all hold hands. We close by 

singing one verse of a carol. Then the youngest child lights her own “bedside” candle from 

the Advent candles and makes her way to bed by candlelight. (This is only for children who 

are old enough to know how to use a candle safely.) Even when work or visiting takes us 

out of town, we carry Jotham’s Journey and a candle with us to keep our Advent tradition. 

Sometimes we even get to share our tradition with those we are visiting.

-

certs, parties, and all the other preparations of December in balance with the reality of God 

in our lives—past, present, and future.

Advent. Adventus. Ecce advenit Dominator Dominus. Behold, the Lord, the Ruler, is 

come. May God richly bless you and your family as you prepare to celebrate the birth of 

Christ!
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Advent Customs

Advent itself is simply any time set apart for spiritual preparation. But most people 

associate the word Advent with various traditions and customs that have grown 

up around Christmas in many of the world’s cultures. Early in history these customs took 

the forms of fasts and feasts. Today, they most often take the forms of candles, wreaths, and 

calendars.

Most churches and families use Advent candles to celebrate the season. One candle is used 

are violet, symbolizing penitence. The third is pink, symbolizing joy, and the Christmas 

Day candle is white, symbolizing the purity of Christ.

Advent candles are usually part of an Advent wreath. While some traditions hang the 

hope of eternal life we have through Christ. The circle itself is made of evergreen branches, 

Some traditions use a slanted board instead of a wreath to hold the candles. The board is 

about four inches by twelve, and raised six inches on one end. Four holes are drilled along 

Advent calendars are popular with children and teach them the Christmas story in an 

active way. Also called an “Advent house,” the calendar is shaped like a house, with a win-

dow for each day of Advent. Behind each window is a small portion of the Christmas story 

(usually from the Book of Luke). Each night the family reads the story from these windows, 

ending with the window for that day.
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Darkness

Jotham pulled the scratchy grey blanket more tightly around his shoulders, but the wind 

still slithered down his neck. It was colder now that the sun had dropped below the 

bare hilltops behind him. Far off to his right was the salty sea where nothing lived. And 

just over that ridge in front of him—the one that formed the other side of the valley he was 

tents ever made. I would be, too, Jotham thought. If only Father weren’t so stubborn!

A devil’s howl came from somewhere in the distance and echoed off the valley walls. 

A jackal, Jotham knew instantly. A wild dog. Far enough away as not to be a danger to his 

little herd of lambs, though on this particular night he had no lambs to worry about. Still, 

the sound stabbed at Jotham’s heart like a knife. He sat perfectly still for several minutes, 

careful not to make even a breath of noise. One couldn’t lie too cautious when jackals were 

about.

The jackal howled again. Closer this time, Jotham judged. The thought sent tingles spread-

ing out from his spine, like a million ants biting his skin. Not that he was afraid, of course. 

But, still, a ten-year-old boy, alone, with only his tunic, his staff, and a little wool blanket, 

could be a very tempting meal for a hungry jackal. Jotham wedged himself a little deeper 

into the craggy rock. He didn’t really like the thought of spending another night in the cold, 

but it was worth it, wasn’t it? Jotham wasn’t quite so sure anymore.

WEEK ONE  Fourth Sunday Before Christmas
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and play all day. In the evening he’d bring them back to camp again, to rejoin the rest of the 

brothers got to 

them. They even got to take their meals with them, carrying them in special baskets that 

stacked on top of each other and tied together with a leather thong. All Jotham ever got was 

a piece of bread and a chunk of dried meat, carried in a bag made from the stomach of a 

goat. A bag that was now empty, Jotham remembered, and his stomach let out a growl so 

loud he was afraid the jackal would hear.

But then yesterday everything had changed. Jotham had just picked up his lunch bag and 

hugged his mother when he heard his father talking to Jethro, Ephraim, and Eleazar, his 

give you a fair price.”

to the city of Hebron! His brothers were going to a city with thousands of people, a mar-

ketplace full of exotic foods and magical toys, a city with deep wells and brightly colored 

his brothers, to see the sights and to smell the smells of a city of wonders. In fact he could 

almost taste . . .

“I’m going with them!”

The sound of Jotham’s voice had shocked even himself. At his words everyone stopped, 

then turned and stared at him. Finally, his father spoke.

“This task is for your brothers, Jotham. You are not yet ready to leave your mother’s 

side.”

“I’m going with them!” Jotham had said again, his voice so loud and high that the sheep 

nearby began to wail in fright. “It’s not fair that they get to go to Hebron and I have to stay 

here.”

Jotham’s father took a deep breath, then walked slowly toward him. Jotham tried to keep 
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the fear he felt from showing on his face. His father was a big man, tall as a tree, it seemed. 

And strong. Jotham had once seen him wrestle a full-sized camel to the ground when it went 

mad from disease.

But instead of raising his hand or his voice to Jotham, his father slowly knelt down on one 

knee to look at him eye-to-eye, and placed his hand gently on Jotham’s shoulder. “Jotham,” 

he said evenly, “your time for journeys away from my tent will come soon, but it is not yet 

here. You will remain with me and tend to your lambs.”

Jotham fought to hold back the anger and the tears. He knew the sting of his father’s hand, 

and did not wish to know it again, but this was so unfair!

“I want to go,” he said, lips trembling.

“Yes, I know,” his father answered. “But you cannot. There are too many dangers, and 

your brothers have enough responsibilities without looking after you as well.”

Jotham wanted to yell at his father, to say awful things that would make his father hurt as 

much as he did. But he dared not. So instead he pushed aside his father’s hand and turned 

and ran away. He ran to the water hole, and then beyond it. He ran over the hills where he 

grazed his lambs, then over the other side until he could no longer see the tents of his father. 

tree and cried out his anger and frustration. “You can’t tell me what to do,” he yelled into the 

wind. And he decided then and there that he would not go back to his father’s tent until his 

father could treat him like a man!

And so he had sat in the shade, waiting for nothing except time to pass, and thinking an-

gry thoughts about his father and brothers. When the sun was directly overhead, he took out 

the bread and meat his mother had packed. He ate it all in the time it took for an ant to carry 

a single crumb to its nest a few feet away. After that he had started to walk among the rocks 

and cliffs and canyons, places he had never seen before. He practiced throwing rocks with 

his leather sling, and drew pictures in the dirt with a stick. And slowly, as his anger began 

to disappear, he became afraid. Not of bears or snakes or scorpions, but afraid of what he 

had done.

Late in the afternoon he began to hear his brothers and father far off in the distance call-

ing his name. He wanted to answer, but he just couldn’t bring himself to apologize. The 
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voices continued throughout the evening, and each time he heard his name, another measure 

of guilt was sprinkled on his heart. But he could not answer! They would all laugh at him, 

and tell stories of his foolishness. And so he kept quiet.

Just before the sun had dropped completely behind the cliffs, the voices had stopped. No 

one called his name any longer. The air became cold and damp, and Jotham longed to return 

to Hebron by now, and this made Jotham angry all over again. Let them make their journey, 

he decided. I’ll stay here and let Father worry! I’ll show him I’m big enough to take care 

of myself!

over the ridge to the east and began to calm the shivers that had shaken his body all night, 

he ached to feel his mother’s hug and taste her morning stew. There was no anger in him any 

longer, only fear. He felt fear of the punishment he was sure to receive.

And so he had devised a plan. He would cross back over the great ridge and move closer 

there. With a rock, Jotham would scrape his forehead until it bled, making it look as if he’d 

been attacked by thieves. He’d even throw his lunch bag and staff away to make his story 

seem true. Then he would lie there and pretend to be unconscious until his father came and 

found him. His father would have sympathy for Jotham, and maybe punish him a bit less.

Immediately, Jotham jumped to his feet to carry out his plan. It took most of the following 

Once there, he found a hand-size stone. But it was much harder to make the injury than he 

a little blood. Then he lay down to wait. And wait. And wait.

But nobody ever came.

As the sun began to set again Jotham became angry once more. They didn’t even care 

enough to come and look for me, he thought. Well, I’ll show them! I’ll just stay out here and 

let them worry!

And so here he was now, pulling the scratchy grey blanket more tightly around his shoul-

ders, his stomach grumbling and aching as it never had before, and listening to a jackal 
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howl in the distance. Maybe I should just go back, Jotham thought now. There’s food in my 

father’s tent. All the punishment in the world would be worth it if I could have even a bite 

of bread.

The jackal wailed once more, much closer now. Maybe Father was right, Jotham thought. 

It is dangerous out here. And I could probably never keep up with my brothers on the long 

trip to Hebron, they’re so much bigger and stronger.

Suddenly Jotham made a decision. He jumped to his feet, pulled the blanket around 

himself, and headed off across the valley toward his father’s tents, watching his step in the 

moonlight. I will tell Father I was wrong, he decided, and ask his forgiveness. I will take 

my punishment, and then I will eat. Yes, I will eat! The thought of his mother’s bread and 

a thick slice of meat made Jotham’s mouth water. 

tomorrow I will take my lambs to graze just like always.

As Jotham neared the watering hole he actually began to smile, glad that his little journey 

tracks.

His father’s tents were gone.

pens were empty.

They left me! Jotham thought. They didn’t even care enough to come and look for me! 

He sat in the dirt and began to cry, and he cried for what seemed like most of the night. He 

cried at the thought of being alone, he cried at the thought of being left behind. But mostly, 

he cried at the thought that his father didn’t love him enough to stay and look for him. He 

Finally, still sobbing, Jotham stood and began to pick through the remains of the camp, 

and he felt as empty and alone as a newborn lamb that has been separated from its mother.

Finding no food or any trace of his family, Jotham slowly walked back to the watering 

of the pain go away. But, just as he knelt to lap up the water, he noticed a pile of stones, just 
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pile in the moonlight. The ground around the stones was darker, and a funny smell hung in 

the air.

It was blood, he suddenly realized. And then he saw it. Blood. Everywhere. And bits of 

away.

Then he noticed that there was writing on the top stone in the pile, something scratched 

the keeping of sheep. But there was one word that Jotham could read, and he gasped as he 

saw it now, written on that stone topping the pile.

It was his name.

“Jotham,” it said. What the other words said he did not know, but this one word was clear. 

And so was its meaning, on top of stones piled like this.

“They think I’m dead!” Jotham wailed out loud. “They think I was killed by some animal 

and dragged off to be eaten!” And then he began to cry again, not a cry of anger anymore, 

and not a cry of loneliness. A cry of fear.

“I want my father,” he cried, and fell with his face in the dirt, clutching his little blanket. 

“I want my father!” he screamed over and over. But there was no one there to hear him. 

Finally, after a very long time, he realized that his family wouldn’t even be looking for him. 

It was he them. But where would he look? Which way did they go? 

How long had they been gone?

Jotham didn’t know, but he knew he must search. He lay there next to the pile of stones 

that marked the place where his family thought he’d been killed, the scratchy grey blanket 

pulled tightly around himself, his face buried in the dirt, his crying turned to quick, stab-

bing sobs. he 

thought.

And somewhere, very close by, a jackal howled.
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For centuries, the people of Israel rebelled against God.

He had called them his chosen people. They called him cruel and unfair.

other gods.

Israel. Through Isaiah, God said to them:

Hear, O heavens! Listen, O earth! For the LORD has spoken: “I reared chil-

dren and brought them up, but they have rebelled against me. . . .” Ah, sinful 

nation, a people loaded with guilt, a brood of evildoers, children given to 

corruption! They have forsaken the LORD; they have spurned the Holy One 

of Israel and turned their backs on him. ISAIAH 1:2, 4

But God didn’t send Isaiah just to condemn the people of Israel. He also sent him to ex-

plain that it didn’t have to be that way. He sent Isaiah to give them a message of hope, if only 

they would listen:

“Come now, let us reason together,” says the LORD. “Though your sins are 

like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, 

they shall be like wool. If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the 

best from the land; but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the 

sword.” ISAIAH 1:18–20

And then Isaiah told Israel a great secret, a secret of One who was coming that would save 

them from the darkness they had created for themselves:

The people walking in darkness have seen a great light. . . . For to us a child 

is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be upon his shoulders. 

And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

Prince of Peace. ISAIAH 9:2, 6
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us of God’s promise that, though like Israel we have been disobedient children who are lost 

and alone in the desert, he has sent a Messiah, a shining light, a Savior, to lead us back to 

God.

Like Jotham, we each have a long journey ahead of us—a journey that unfolds day by day. 

we can have hope and faith in a God who loves us, and who desires only the best for us.

If only we’ll seek him.
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WEEK ONE  Monday

First Light

T -

light. He stood as tall as Jotham, and his splotchy black fur hung on his bony frame 

like moss on a dead tree. The beast was starving and had just found food.

his screams were caught inside his throat. Run! he kept thinking to himself. But his legs 

refused.

The jackal leaped through the air! Now Jotham turned to run, but it was too late. He had 

gone only a single step when a red-hot iron clamped around his right leg and knocked him 

Claws dug into his bare leg now, and then the jaw clamped down once more. Jotham 

fought to roll onto his back, then kicked at the bloody face. But the demon was stronger, and 

pinned Jotham to the ground with three hundred pounds of muscle.

Bared teeth hovered over Jotham’s face now, and he saw his own blood dripping from 

time to care. Because now the jackal let out one great, long victory howl, and then plunged 

his teeth deep into Jotham’s throat.

“Ow!”

Jotham sat bolt upright, slapping at the sting on his neck. He blinked rapidly in the harsh 

sunlight, and his eyes watered in pain. He pulled his hand away from his neck and through 

blurry eyes saw the smashed remains of a wasp lying in his palm.

It was all a dream, Jotham laughed to himself. His heart was beating fast, he was breathing 
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in giant gasps, but it had only been a dream. 

no lost family.

Still groggy, Jotham pulled himself to his feet and brushed off the dirt. Why was I lying 

next to the water hole? he wondered. And why was I asleep in the dirt in the middle of the 

day?

Then he saw the pile of stones and in one awful rush of reality, he knew.

It hadn’t all been a dream. The jackal had never attacked, that was true. But he really was 

alone. He really was lost. He really was . . . hungry!

Jotham wandered through the bare campsite. In the daylight it wasn’t nearly as frighten-

ing, but it was 

had been killed, that was no reason to move the whole camp. But something in the back of 

his brain kept gnawing at him. It seemed as if, a couple times in the last few weeks, he had 

heard his parents talk of moving the camp. He never paid attention to their conversations, 

of course. Adults talk about such dull things. But it seemed like there was some important 

thing they were concerned about. Some reason they had to move.

No matter, Jotham sighed. The fact was, they were gone and he was alone. Now he had to 

them, since they didn’t know he was alive and wouldn’t be looking for him. But which 

way did they go? The camp had been built close to a main road. Where it came from and 

where it went Jotham had no idea, but many caravans passed by each month. He studied the 

was impossible. The winter wind had mixed all the tracks together. So now he had to make 

a decision: go left or go right?

No matter what he had told his father, Jotham hated making decisions, especially when 

there was just no way to know the right thing to do. Finally, he decided to go to his right, 

toward where the sun rose each morning. So after taking a long drink at the watering hole 

and tying his scratchy little blanket around his waist, he started walking.

Jotham liked walking on roads. Most shepherds liked to stay out in the hills, wander-

ing from this place to that, not really caring where they were. But roads took you from one 

walking.
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this road came from or went to. And 

he had no idea if he was following his family or walking away from them. He could only 

hope and pray.

He had only been walking about an hour when the pain in his stomach began to over-

power him. , he thought. But where? The sides of the road were 

bare and rocky. A few bushes pushed their way up through the rocks, but they were all 

brown and bare in the coolness of winter.

Suddenly Jotham forgot all about his aching stomach. He had just climbed a short hill 

when he saw that the road ahead of him entered a narrow canyon. Sharp rocks stuck out at all 

angles, creating dozens of places to hide. Jotham knew his father worried at places like this 

and would always make the caravan move in close together. These were the kinds of places 

where robbers hid. Usually they’d leave a large caravan alone, but Jotham remembered one 

time when three men had attacked one of his uncles, stolen his purse, and vanished into the 

hills before anyone else could help.

So what chance does a ten-year-old boy have? Jotham thought.

went clear from the bottom of his feet to the top of his head, and there was an awful buzzing 

sound in his ears. As he got closer to the canyon his heart began to pound in his chest. He 

tried to look between the rocks ahead, searching for any sign of robbers, but couldn’t quite 

get his eyes to focus. He passed from the sunlight into the shadows of the canyon, and the 

walls themselves seemed to be alive. It felt as if they were moving in closer with every step 

the walls: strange sounds, awful sounds, scary sounds.

Jotham tried to follow the sounds with his eyes, tried to look at every rock and crevice at 

once. He spun this way and that, imagining at every turn a thief jumping at him with knife 

drawn and a sneer on his lips.

Then he turned toward the other end of the canyon and started running. He ran from the 

birds and from the robbers he’d imagined and from the evil canyon walls. He ran and he 
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cried and he screamed. But just as he thought he was about to safety, when the end of the 

canyon was steps away, a man with a long black beard jumped out from behind the rocks 

and landed right in front of Jotham. Jotham screamed and tried to jump to the side, but he 

tripped and fell and struck his head on a rock. And everything went black.

was the face of the man with the long black beard. Jotham tried to pull away, but the man 

held his arm tightly.

“There, there, little one. Be at peace,” he said softly. Seeing the smile on the man’s face, 

Jotham calmed a little and stopped struggling. There was a bright glow around the man’s 

head, and his face beamed with kindness.

“I heard you calling the name of Jehovah,” he said gently. “And so I came.”

Hear my cry, O God; listen to my prayer. From the ends of the earth I call to 

you, I call as my heart grows faint; lead me to the rock that is higher than I. For 

you have been my refuge, a strong tower against the foe. I long to dwell in your 

tent forever and take refuge in the shelter of your wings. PSALM 61:1–4

This was the prayer of the Israelites as they searched for God. They were tired of sinning, 

through the prophet Isaiah:

So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I 

will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right 

hand. . . . For I am the LORD, your God, who takes hold of your right hand 

and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you. ISAIAH 41:10, 13
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Sometimes the fears we have are imagined, and sometimes they are real. Sometimes we 

are caught in situations over which we have no control, and sometimes we cause those situ-

ations ourselves. But God’s word to Israel and to us is always the same: “Do not fear; I will 

help you.”

Jotham still has a long journey ahead of him. But when he saw the situation he was in and 

called to God for help, God answered. “I will help you,” he said.

I will help you.

That promise is the hope we hold on to as we look toward Christmas.


