
 

 

 

The Jesse Tree 
 

A family prayer activity for the season of Advent 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
  



 

 

The Jesse Tree at home 
  

What is the Jesse Tree? 
 

“A shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.” – Isaiah 11:1 
 

The Jesse Tree is an Advent tradition which developed from Christian art in the Middle Ages. Every day in 
the season of Advent we hear the story of one of the people in the Bible who were ancestors of Jesus, and 
the prophets who told of his coming.  Each day we add the symbol representing the Bible story to the Jesse 
Tree, to build the family tree of Jesus.   
 

The Jesse Tree is very simple, which makes it perfect for families to do together at home.  
 

Get ready: setting up your Jesse Tree 
 

1. Make your Jesse Tree 
 

Use one of these methods, or come up with your own: 

• Collect some large sticks to hang your symbols on and stand them in a vase or a jug.  

• Find a large branch without leaves and put it in a pot filled with sand or pebbles to hold it up. 

• Draw a tree outline on a large sheet of paper or card and stick your symbols onto it. 

• Use your Christmas Tree as the place for your Jesse Tree symbols. 

• Use Blu-tack to stick your symbols onto a window or your fridge. 
 

2. Prepare your Symbols 
 

• Cut out the circles with the Jesse Tree symbols. 

• You may like to stick them onto card (from a cereal packet or similar) and colour them in.  

• Use a pencil or hole punch to make a hole in the top of each circle.  

• Thread some string, ribbon or wool through the hole and tie it into a loop. 

• If your Jesse Tree is made from paper or card, roll some Sellotape with the sticky side outwards, 
and put it on the back of your symbol to stick onto your tree. 

 

3. Find your Bible 
 

• The readings suggested are from the Children of God Storybook Bible by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 
but you can use another children's Bible such as The Lion Storyteller Family Bible or The Lion 
Children’s Bible.  

• If the members of your family are older you can read the verses from a full text Bible, but engaging 
with the story is the most important thing ... so it is fine if teenagers and adults prefer to read the 
Jesse Tree stories from a children’s Bible. 

• Try to use a physical Bible you have at home instead of a Bible App on your phone or online. 

• If you don’t have a Bible, why not make one a Christmas present this year or ask a godparent to 
give you one?   
 

4. Arrange your Candle(s) 
 

• This can be a single candle, such as a tea light. 

• You may like to use four candles, one for each Sunday of Advent, lighting a new one each week. 

 



 

 

Using your Jesse Tree  
 
Start your Jesse Tree on 1st December. 
 
Follow the simple pattern to pray together: 

 

Light a candle 
Read the Bible story for the day 

Place the symbol on your Jesse Tree 
Finish with a prayer 

 
Try to find the same time every day for your Jesse Tree story, e.g. after your evening meal, or at bedtime.   

 
Lighting a candle helps us to focus and pray, but make sure you use candles safely: 

• Make sure your candle is stable and on a heatproof surface, e.g. put a tealight on a plate.   

• If you use a candlestick or candle holder, make sure the candle fits it securely.  

• Place your candle somewhere that is clear from papers, curtains or objects that could catch fire. 

• Take extra care when lighting matches or using a lighter, and help children to practice lighting 
candles safely by not leaning over lit candles or pointing a flame below their hand. 

• Carefully blow the candle out after your prayer and never leave a burning candle alone. 

• You can use battery tealights that switch on if you are worried about young children near candles. 
 
 

I’m not sure how to pray … 
 
Doing the Jesse Tree together is an act of prayer in itself, so the prayer at the end can be very simple. 
 
You can finish your Jesse Tree story with the same prayer every day, e.g. the Lord’s Prayer or the Grace, 
which is simple enough for young children to learn and join in: 

 
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

and the love of God, 
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, 

be with us all evermore. Amen. 
 

If you want to explore praying as a family with the Jesse Tree, you can try some ideas in the Go Deeper 
section below. 
 
 
  



 

 

 

Further activities with your Jesse Tree 
 

Get Creative 
 
If you want to, you can get more creative with your Jesse Tree: 

• Design your own symbols and make them out of card, felt or other craft materials.  

• Decorate your symbols. 

• Write or draw the number for the day on the back of each symbol. 

• Make new symbols each year, or keep your symbols in a safe place to use every year. 

• Draw or write out your favourite story from the Jesse Tree. 

• Make a picture of the story with Lego people or other toys. 

• Dress up and take a photo or act out a scene from your favourite story. 
 
 

Go Deeper 
 
The Jesse Tree is designed to be simple, quiet and reflective: candle - Bible story – symbol - prayer.  
However, you could extend the prayer and reflection time together in any of these ways: 

• Spend some time discussing the Bible story before your closing prayer. 

• If the story makes you think of certain people or situations in the world, pray for them before your 
closing prayer.  For example, after hearing the Creation story you could pray for the environment 
and climate change. When you read Miriam’s story you could pray for babies and children who 
need protection and for parents who adopt children. 

• Write or say your own prayer that relates to the theme of the day, before finishing with your 
closing prayer. 

• December 17-23 is based on the O Antiphons (see the next page for more details). You can read the 
words of the antiphon for the day as a prayer before you start your Jesse Tree story.  

• The O Antiphons are traditionally sung to plainchant during Evening Prayer in the days before 
Advent. From December 17-23, you could play the music version of the antiphon at the beginning 
and end of your Jesse Tree story. You can find these on the Advent Online Resource website: 
https://adventonline.faith/days/o-antiphons/   

• Explore other music that has been written for the O Antiphons, such as O Radiant Dawn by James 
MacMillan (written for O Oriens – 21st December). 

 
 

Get Connected 
 
The Jesse Tree is a tradition that developed for praying at home with members of your family, but you can 
also use it to connect with others during the season of Advent. 
 
You could find a Jesse Tree partner, for example a grandparent, godparent or friend who lives somewhere 
else and call each other every evening to read the stories together. 
 
You could post a picture of your symbol on your church’s social media page, or on a family social media 
page, with the hashtag #JesseTree. 
 

https://adventonline.faith/days/o-antiphons/


 

 

The Jesse Tree 
Advent Devotions for the Church at Home 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Date Theme Bible Reading Children’s Story Bible 

December 

1 

The Creation 

 
World 

Genesis 1:1-31, 
2:1-4 

The Creation 

December 

2 

Adam & Eve 

 
Apple 

Genesis 2  
 

Genesis 3:1-7, 
23-24 

Adam & Eve 
 

Adam & Eve Leaving the 
Garden 

December 

3 

Noah 

 
Ark 

Genesis 6:11-14, 
7:7-24, 8:1, 8:6-

22 
Noah’s Ark 

December 

4 

Abraham 

 
Stars 

Genesis 15:1-6 Abraham Trusts God 

December 

5 

Jacob 

 
Ladder 

Genesis 28:10-
22 

A Wonderful Dream (Jacob) 

December 

6 

Joseph 

 
Coat 

Genesis 37:1-36 
 

Genesis 45:1-15 

Joseph is Sold into Slavery 
 

Joseph Feeds & Forgives 

Light a candle 

Read the Bible story for the day 

Place the symbol on your Jesse Tree 

Finish with a prayer 

 



 

 

 

Date Theme Bible Reading Children’s Story Bible 

December 

7 

Miriam 

 
Bulrushes 

Exodus 2:1-10 

Moses is Saved 
 

(Miriam is the older sister of 
Moses. She is not named in 
this story but we learn her 

name in Exodus 15) 

December 

8 

Moses 

 
Tablets of Stone 

Exodus 20 The Ten Commandments 

December 

9 

Ruth 

 
Basket of wheat 

Ruth 2:1 – 4:12 The Story of Ruth 

December 

10 

Samuel 

 
Oil lamp 

1 Samuel 3:1-18 Samuel in the Temple 

December 

11 

Elijah 

 
Grapes on vine 

1 Kings 21 
Naboth’s Vineyard 

 
(Elijah) 

December 

12 

Esther 

 
Sceptre 

Esther 4 Esther Saves Her People 

December 

13 

Daniel 

 
Lion 

Daniel 6 God saves Daniel 



 

 

 

Date Theme Bible reading Children’s Story Bible 

December 

14 

Jonah 

 
Whale 

Jonah 1, 2:1-3, 2:7-10 Jonah and the Big Fish 

December 

15 

John the Baptist 

 
Shell 

Matthew 3:1-6 Jesus is Baptized 

December 

16 

Mary 

 
Lily 

Luke 1:26-38 
An Angel Appears to 

Mary 

 
From December 17-23, the Jesse Tree stories shift from people in the Bible to names for 
Jesus. These are based on names for the Messiah written in the book of the prophet Isaiah.   
 

Date Theme Bible Reading Children’s Story Bible 

December 

17 

Jesus is Wisdom 

 
Open book 

1 Kings 3, 10:1-10 
King Solomon & the 

Queen of Sheba 

December 

18 

Jesus is Lord 

 
Burning bush 

Exodus 3:1-12 
The Voice from the 

Burning Bush 

December 

19 

Jesus is the  
Root of Jesse 

 
Plant with flower 

1 Samuel 16:1-13 King David is Anointed 

  



 

 

Date Theme Bible Reading Children’s Story Bible 

December 

20 

Jesus is the  
Key of David 

 
Key 

1 Samuel 17 David & Goliath 

December 

21 

Jesus is the  
Morning Star 

 
Rising sun 

Luke 24:1-12; 36-49 
Jesus is Alive 

(The Easter story) 

December 

22 

Jesus is King  
of the Nations 

 
Crown 

Acts 1:1-11 
The Good News 

(The story of Jesus’ 
Ascension into Heaven) 

December 

23 

Jesus is Emmanuel 

 
Chalice and host 

Matthew 26:17-30 
Jesus Shares His Last 

Meal With His Friends 

December 

24 

Jesus is Light of the 
World 

 
Candle 

John 1:1-14 
Jesus is born 

(The Christmas story) 

 
If you are using a children’s story Bible 
 
The stories listed above are from the Children of God Storybook Bible by Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu.    
 
You may have a different children’s Bible at home.  If the stories above aren’t in your Bible, 
you can choose different stories, or a different person to remember.  There are some blank 
templates so you can design your own symbol to fit the story you read.  



 

 

The O Antiphons 
 

From December 17-23, the Jesse Tree stories focus on special names for Jesus, based on names in the book 
of the prophet Isaiah.  They are found in special prayers of the Church called the O Antiphons, which you 
may recognise from the Advent hymn, O Come, O Come Emmanuel.  The O Antiphons are prayed, sung or 
spoken at Evening Prayer. They have a Latin name and an English translation. 
 

Date Antiphon  Children’s Story Bible 

December 17 
Jesus is Wisdom 
 
O Sapientia 

O Wisdom,  
coming forth from the mouth of the Most 
High, reaching from one end to the other 
mightily, and sweetly ordering all things: 
Come and teach us the way of prudence. 

King Solomon asked God for wisdom 
and was richly rewarded, so today 
we hear a story about King Solomon.  

December 18 
Jesus is Lord 
 
O Adonai 

O Adonai, and leader of the House of Israel, 
who appeared to Moses in the fire of the 
burning bush and gave him the law on Sinai: 
Come and redeem us with an outstretched 
arm. 

Moses hears the voice of the Lord in 
the story of the Burning Bush.  

December 19 
Jesus is the Root 
of Jesse 
 
O Radix Jesse 

O Root of Jesse,  
standing as a sign among the peoples; 
before you kings will shut their mouths, to 
you the nations will make their prayer: 
Come and deliver us, and delay no longer. 

Jesse was the father of King David, 
so we read the story of King David 
being chosen by the prophet 
Samuel. 

December 20 
Jesus is the Key of 
David 
 
O Clavis David 

O Key of David  
and sceptre of the House of Israel; 
you open and no one can shut; 
you shut and no one can open: 
Come and lead the prisoners from the 
prison house, 
those who dwell in darkness and the 
shadow of death. 

Jesus was described as a King born in 
the line of David. Today we hear a 
story of David’s bravery before he 
became king.  

December 21 
Jesus is Morning 
Star  
 
O Oriens 

O Morning Star, 
splendour of light eternal and sun of 
righteousness: 
Come and enlighten those who dwell in 
darkness and the shadow of death. 

Jesus is described as morning star 
and new dawn.  Today we hear the 
Easter story which is the beginning 
of the new life that Jesus brings. 

December 22 
Jesus is King of the 
Nations 
 
O Rex Gentium 

O King of the nations, and their desire, 
the cornerstone making both one: 
Come and save the human race, 
which you fashioned from clay. 

We hear the Ascension story of 
when Jesus returned to heaven to sit 
on the throne at the right hand of 
God the Father, until he comes again 
to reign as king over the nations. 

December 23 
Jesus is Emmanuel 
 
O Emmanuel 

O Emmanuel, our king and our lawgiver, 
the hope of the nations and their Saviour: 
Come and save us, O Lord our God. 

Emmanuel means “God is with us.” 
We experience this above all in the 
blessed sacrament of Jesus’ body 
and blood in the mass (also called 
the Eucharist or Holy Communion), 
so we hear the story of Jesus’ Last 
Supper. 

O Antiphons taken from Common Worship: Daily Prayer, Copyright © The Archbishops’ Council 2005. 



 

 

Appendix: reading plan for different Bibles 

 

If you are using a different children’s Bible for your Jesse Tree readings, you may find some of the stories or 

characters are missing. Below are suggested readings some different children’s Bibles to help you come up 

with a reading plan.  

 

For example, the Bible storybooks below do not include Miriam’s story of baby Moses in the Bulrushes, so 

instead the story of Joshua is suggested but you could use the story of Rahab or Gideon.  Use your Bible to 

explore new characters and stories for your Jesse Tree, and use the blank templates to design your own 

symbols.  

 

Day Theme The Lion Storyteller Family Bible The Lion Children’s Bible 

1 The Creation In the beginning In the beginning 

2 Adam & Eve A Sad Day Adam and Eve 
3 Noah A Special Promise Noah’s boat 

4 Abraham  God’s Friend Abraham and Lot 
5 Jacob The Runaway The story of Jacob 

6 Joseph Joseph the Dreamer Joseph and his brothers 
7 Moses The Great Escape (start reading at p.37, “Moses 

and Aaron went to visit the king of Egypt”) 
The ten laws of God 

8 Joshua The Walls Fall Down The fortress-city of Jericho 

9 Ruth Ruth Finds a New Home Ruth leaves home 
10 Samuel Samuel Hears a Voice Hannah’s baby 

11 Elijah God Sends Fire King Ahab and the Vineyard 
12 Esther Esther Was a Star The story of Queen Esther 

13 Daniel Daniel and the Lions Daniel in the lion pit 

14 Jonah Jonah the Groaner The runaway: Jonah’s story 
15 John the 

Baptist 
Jesus is Baptized The King’s herald 

16 Mary A Surprise for Mary A girl named Mary 

17 
 

Jesus is 
Wisdom 

The Wise King Solomon the wise 

18 Jesus is Lord The Great Escape (page 34-37) Moses hears God’s call 

19 
Jesus is the 
Root of Jesse 

The Wise Men’s Visit  
(The wise men look for the newborn king in 
Bethlehem, the city of King David, son of Jesse). 

Samuel, the king-maker 

20 
Jesus is the Key 
of David 

David the Giant Killer 
The shepherd-boy and the 
giant 

21 
Jesus is the 
Morning Star 

A Happy Day (The Easter story) 
Alive from the dead! 

(The Easter story)  

22 
Jesus is King of 
the Nations 

Goodbye at Last (Jesus’ Ascension into heaven) 
 

The King rides in 

(The story of Palm Sunday) 

23 
Jesus is 
Emmanuel 

An Important Meal  
The last meal – and betrayal! 

 

24 
Jesus is Light of 
the World 

Time to be Counted  
(The Christmas story) 

The King born in a stable 

(The Christmas story) 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Join us to pray with the Jesse Tree this Advent. 
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