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DISCOVERING THE HEARTFELT
MESSAGE OF GREAT JOY BY KATE
DICAMILLO

In  the  vast  landscape  of  children's
literature,  few  authors  possess  the
ability  to  touch the soul  as  deeply  as
Kate DiCamillo. Her picture book, Great
Joy  By  Kate  DiCamillo,  stands  as  a
luminous  example  of  storytelling  that
resonates across generations. Published
in  2007  with  exquisite  illustrations  by

Bagram Ibatoulline, this book is far more
than a  simple  Christmas story.  It  is  a
profound  meditation  on  compassion,
connection,  and  the  quiet  power  of
extending  kindness  to  those  who  are
often  unseen.  For  anyone  seeking  a
narrative that warms the heart without
being sentimental, Great Joy By Kate
DiCamillo  offers  an  experience  that
lingers  long  after  the  final  page  is
turned.

THE STORY BEHIND GREAT JOY
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BY KATE DICAMILLO

Set in a city that feels both timeless and
familiar, Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo
introduces  us  to  a  young  girl  named
Frances.  I t  is  the  evening  of  the
Christmas  pageant,  and  Frances  is
preparing to deliver a single, important
line: "Glory to God in the highest, and on
earth peace, goodwill toward men." Yet,
as she rehearses, she is distracted by a
troubling  sight  outside  her  window.
Every day, she sees an old man and his
small dog standing on the street corner.
They have no home, no warmth, and no
one  seems  to  notice  them.  Frances
becomes consumed with worry. She asks
her mother repeatedly,  "What does he
want?" Her mother, busy with her own
preparations,  offers  only  vague

reassurances.
The narrative tension in Great Joy By
Kate  DiCamillo  builds  beautifully  as
Frances struggles to reconcile the joyful
message of  the pageant with the cold
reality  she  witnesses  daily.  The  story
reaches  its  emotional  peak  when
Frances, overcome with empathy, breaks
from the pageant script and utters her
line  directly  to  the  old  man  in  the
audience.  In  that  single,  courageous
moment,  she  offers  him  not  just  words,
but  an  invitation.  This  pivotal  scene
captures  the  essence  of  what  makes
Great  Joy  By  Kate  DiCamillo  so
powerful:  it  is  a  story  about  seeing
others fully and acting on that vision.
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Why This Picture
Book Resonates
with Both
Children and

Adults
One might assume that a picture book
about a Christmas pageant is intended
solely  for  young  readers.  However,
Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo operates
on  multiple  levels.  For  children,  it
presents  a  clear  and  relatable  moral
lesson about empathy. Frances is not a
perfect child; she is anxious, persistent,

and deeply feeling. Her journey models
how to translate concern into action. For
adults, the story offers a gentle but firm
reminder of the distractions that prevent
us  from  extending  compassion.  The
mother in the story is not unkind—she is
simply busy. Many parents will recognize
themselves  in  her,  and  the  book
becomes  a  mirror  reflecting  the  small
ways  we  overlook  suffering  in  our  daily
rush.
The illustrations  by  Bagram Ibatoulline
further  elevate  Great  Joy  By  Kate
DiCamillo .  Rendered  in  a  sty le
reminiscent  of  classic  mid-century
American painting, the artwork captures
both the chill of the winter streets and
the warm glow of the candlelit pageant.
The  old  man's  face  is  etched  with
weariness but not despair, and the bond



4

4 Great Joy By Kate Dicamillo 2023-03-18

between  him  and  his  small  dog  is
palpable. These images work in perfect
harmony with DiCamillo's spare, poetic
text to create a reading experience that
is immersive and deeply affecting.

EXPLORING THE THEMES IN
GREAT JOY BY KATE DICAMILLO

The Power of
Seeing the
Invisible
Cent ra l  t o  Great  Joy  By  Kate
DiCamillo  is  the  theme  of  visibility.
Frances is the only character who truly
sees  the  old  man  and  his  dog.  Her

mother and the other townspeople pass
by  without  a  second  glance.  This
dynamic is  a powerful  commentary on
how society  often treats  the homeless
and  marginal ized  as  part  of  the
landscape rather than as individuals with
stories  and  needs.  DiCamillo  does  not
preach;  she  simply  shows  Frances's
growing distress and her determination
to find an answer to her question, "What
does  he  want?"  The  answer,  when  it
comes, is both simple and profound: he
wants to be welcomed.

The True
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Meaning of Joy
The title Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo
is carefully chosen. The "great joy" is not
the  pageant,  the  costumes,  or  the
perfect delivery of  a line.  It  is  the joy
that  comes  from  a  genuine  act  of
inclusion. When Frances invites the old
man to watch the pageant, she creates a
moment  of  shared  humanity  that
transcends the scripted celebration. The
joy  in  this  book  is  earned  through
vulnerability and courage. It is the joy of
making  another  person  feel  that  they
belong.  This  is  a  deeply  Christian
message, but DiCamillo presents it in a
way  that  is  universal,  accessible  to
readers of any faith or none.

The Role of
Community and
Belonging
Great  Joy  By  Kate  DiCamillo  also
explores the importance of community.
The pageant itself is a communal event,
but Frances realizes that it is incomplete
i f  i t  does  not  inc lude  the  most
vulnerable.  Her  small  act  of  courage
expands  the  circle  of  community  to
include  someone  who  has  been  left
outside.  The  final  image  of  the  old  man
and  h i s  dog  s i t t i ng  among  the
congregation  is  a  subtle  yet  powerful
statement  about  what  true  belonging
looks  l ike.  I t  i s  a  reminder  that
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community  is  not  just  about  shared
ce lebrat ion ,  but  about  shared
responsibil ity  for  one  another.

LITERARY CRAFTSMANSHIP IN
GREAT JOY BY KATE DICAMILLO

DiCamillo's
Signature Prose
Style
Kate  DiCamillo  is  renowned  for  her
ability to say a great deal with very few
w o r d s .  I n  Great  J oy  By  Ka te
DiCamillo, her prose is spare, rhythmic,
and perfectly calibrated for a read-aloud
experience.  Sentences  are  short  but

weighty. Dialogue rings true to a child's
voice.  The  repetition  of  Frances's
question, "What does he want?" creates
a  sense  of  urgency  and  drives  the
narrative  forward.  DiCamillo  trusts  her
readers  to  grasp the emotional  stakes
without  explicit  explanation.  This
restraint is a hallmark of her best work
and is on full display here.

The Symbiotic
Relationship
Between Text
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and Illustration
A  picture  book  is  a  unique  art  form
where  text  and  image  must  work
together.  In  Great  Joy  By  Kate
DiCamillo, this partnership is seamless.
Ibatoulline's  illustrations do not  merely
depict what the text says; they expand
upon it.  For example, when Frances is
rehearsing  her  l ine  at  home,  the
illustration shows her mother distracted
by a telephone call, visually reinforcing
the  theme  of  inattention.  The  street
scenes are rendered with cold blues and
grays,  contrasting  sharply  with  the
warm,  golden  tones  of  the  church
interior. This visual storytelling deepens
the reader's emotional engagement and
makes Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo a

book that rewards multiple readings.

THE IMPACT OF GREAT JOY BY
KATE DICAMILLO IN THE
CLASSROOM AND AT HOME

Teachers  and  parents  have  embraced
Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo  for  its
rich potential as a discussion starter. In
classrooms, it  is  often used to explore
themes of empathy, homelessness, and
the holiday season. Discussion questions
naturally arise:

Why is Frances the only one who
notices the old man?
What does Frances's mother not
understand about her daughter's
worry?
How does Frances's small act of
courage change everything?
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What can we do in our own
communities to see and welcome
those who are often overlooked?

At home, reading Great Joy By Kate
DiCamillo  together  can  become  a
cherished holiday tradition.  The book's
length is perfect for a single sitting, and
its emotional depth invites conversation
long after the book is closed. It is a story
that encourages children to think about
others  and empowers  them to  believe
that even a small  gesture can have a
profound impact. The book also serves
as a gentle antidote to the materialism
that often dominates the holiday season,
redirecting attention to the core values
of kindness and connection.

COMPARING GREAT JOY BY KATE
DICAMILLO TO HER OTHER
WORKS

Fans  of  Kate  DiCamillo  will  recognize
familiar threads in Great Joy By Kate
DiCamillo.  Like  her  Newbery  Medal-
winning novels The Tale of Despereaux
and Because of Winn-Dixie, this picture
book features a protagonist who is small
but brave, a deep sense of longing, and
a  resolution  that  hinges  on  an  act  of
unexpected grace. However, Great Joy
By  Kate  DiCamillo  is  unique  in  its
format  and  its  focused  setting.  The
picture  book  form  allows  DiCamillo  to
distill  her  themes  into  their  purest
essence.  There  are  no  subplots,  no
secondary  characters  with  their  own
arcs.  Everything  is  concentrated  on
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Frances's  emotional  journey  and  her
single,  decisive action.  This makes the
book  an  excellent  introduction  to
DiCamillo's work for very young readers,
while  still  offering  depth  for  older
audiences.

THE ENDURING APPEAL OF
GREAT JOY BY KATE DICAMILLO

More than a decade after its publication,
Great  Joy  By  Kate  DiCami l lo
continues to find new readers. Its appeal
lies  in  its  timeless  message  and  its
artistic  excellence.  In  an  era  of  fast-
paced  media  and  constant  distraction,
this book asks us to slow down, to look
out  the  window,  and  to  truly  see  the
people around us. It is a quiet story, but
its  impact  is  anything  but  small.  The
image of Frances stepping out of her role

to  speak directly  to  the  old  man is  a
moment of pure literary magic—one that
has moved countless readers to tears.
The book also endures because it does
not  offer  easy  answers.  The  old  man's
situation is not resolved in a simplistic
way. He is welcomed into the church for
one evening, but we do not know what
happens  to  h im  afterward.  This
ambiguity is intentional.  Great Joy By
Kate  DiCamillo  is  not  about  fixing  a
social  problem;  it  is  about  recognizing
our shared humanity in a single moment.
It suggests that joy is not a permanent
state  to  be  achieved,  but  a  fleeting  gift
that  we  can  offer  one  another  through
acts  of  attention  and  welcome.

HOW TO USE GREAT JOY BY KATE
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DICAMILLO FOR DEEPER
ENGAGEMENT

For  educators  and  parents  looking  to
extend the experience of reading Great
Joy  By  Kate  DiCamillo,  there  are
several  meaningful  activities  that  can
deepen understanding:

Character Reflection: Ask1.
children to draw or write about a
time they noticed someone who
seemed lonely or invisible. What
did they do? How did it feel?
Community Connection: Discuss2.
ways to welcome others in your
own community. This could involve
making cards for a local shelter,
collecting donations, or simply
committing to a daily practice of
noticing others.

Art Exploration: Study Bagram3.
Ibatoulline's illustrations. How
does he use color and light to
show the difference between the
cold street and the warm church?
Children can try creating their own
art that uses color to convey
emotion.
Writing Exercise: Using4.
DiCamillo's spare style as a model,
ask children to write a short story
about a small act of kindness.
Focus on showing rather than
telling.
Discussion of the Theme: Talk5.
about the phrase "goodwill toward
men." What does it really mean?
How can we practice goodwill not
just during the holidays, but all
year round?
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These activities transform reading Great
Joy By Kate DiCamillo from a passive
experience into an active exploration of
values and creativity.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING GIFT
OF GREAT JOY BY KATE
DICAMILLO

In  a  crowded  field  of  holiday  picture
books,  Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo
stands  apart  as  a  work  of  genuine
artistic and emotional integrity. It does
not  rely  on  flashy  gimmicks  or
sentimental clichés. Instead, it trusts the
power  of  a  simple,  well-told  story  to
touch  hearts  and  open  minds.  Kate
DiCamillo  has  given  readers  a  gift  in
Frances—a protagonist whose courage is
quiet  but  whose  impact  is  immense.

Through her eyes, we are reminded that
the greatest joy we can experience often
comes  not  from  receiving,  but  from
giving  our  full  attention  to  another
person.
Whether you are discovering it  for the
first  time  or  returning  to  it  as  an  old
friend,  Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo
offers a message that is always relevant:
in  a  wor ld  that  can  be  co ld  and
indifferent,  a  single  act  of  welcome  can
change everything.  It  is  a  story  to  be
read aloud by the glow of candlelight, to
be shared between generations, and to
be carried  in  the  heart  long after  the
holidays  have  passed.  For  anyone
seeking a story that embodies the true
spirit  of  compassion  and  connection,
Great Joy By Kate DiCamillo


