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I was not going to have a story this Christmas. Then a phrase came out 
of nowhere and I knew I was hooked. As the story started I met 
Shawna. She was the pastor of a mission church on the North Prairie 
Reservation. She had always had a commitment to social ministry.  
 
The church was in one of the native villages that dotted the open 
landscape of the Reservation. The Rectory and wood and cinderblock 
church sat on the far edge of the village. The front faced east and the 
small village of several hundred or so homes; the rear looked 
westward into the vastness of the Great Plains. It was one of three 
churches in the village. On the south side of town was the Catholic 
Church served by a priest who travelled miles every week to take care 
of three such parishes. On the northeast side of town the Baptists had 
settled into an old house. The worship center was in the original 
downstairs living room while the pastor and his wife lived upstairs. 
All three churches knew there was a limited field for evangelism so 
they worked together to do what they could to help the people have a 
better chance for daily life. 

 
One of Shawna’s first observations when moving to the Reservation 
18 months earlier was that there were dogs everywhere. Last year 
Joseph Red Spirit one of the Elders of the tribe had taken Shawna to 
meet some of the other tribal elders who were not part of her 
congregation. As they drove he explained why it was important to 
learn the difference between dogs and the coyotes they were seeing. 

 
“Coyote is the trickster,” Joseph began. “He shows up to cause trouble 
or play practical jokes. Other tribes have also found this out- coyote is 
found in many places. When one sees a silhouette that could be a 
coyote or a dog, one must have a special sense in order to stay out of 



his wily ways. Coyote will often be found laughing when we are facing 
difficulty.” 
 
Shawna had smiled, not sure she could buy into the tribal animal myths. 
She had read up on them and found them fascinating bits of 
anthropology, but to live by them seemed a little far-fetched in the 21st 
Century. She did however pay attention. Joseph was serious and she 
knew enough to not critique. She learned to tell the difference and 
simply listened. 
 
As they traveled around North Prairie Shawna was also introduced to 
many customs. To hear them explained, and then experienced, was 
enlightening. Joseph had concentrated on how each tribe had their own 
variations of similar traditions. She learned of the vision quest and 
sweat lodge, the medicine wheel and drum. She discovered the subtle 
differences in style that could, in a single beat, change a ritual from joy 
to sadness, fear to hope. Her first year was one of humble- and 
humbling- learning. She never forgot the dogs and coyote. 
 
It was now late afternoon on her second Christmas Eve. The sun had 
already set, winter darkness coming early that far north. Shawna had a 
couple hours until the Christmas Eve service. She was still amazed 
thinking back to last year when the little church was filled at 9:00 pm. 
She had been told how important the night was for the people. It was 
about the Baby Jesus,  of course, but on North Prairie, it was also about 
light and hope, light being precious in winter; hope to be held tightly at 
all times.  
 
She had been nervous as an outsider. Would she do something out of 
place or, worse, insensitive? Elder Joseph, though, had given her good 
support and guidance. They met every Wednesday in November and 
December preparing for Christmas. He was her teacher, guide. Joseph 
was always patient but insistent that she learn the story and life of the 
people she was there to serve. As an elder of both the tribe and the 
church he had discovered the many ways the different traditions could 
work together.  

 
“Many of our customs are not that different from your Christmas 
traditions,” he had begun, “and they go back before the missions came. 
For example, one of the ancestors used to say that every day must be 
Christmas on the reservation. Daily living is dependent on the spirit of 
giving. We call it walking the Red Road. That means making 
everything you do a spiritual act.” 
 
He introduced her to the idea of dancing to the drum as the Christmas 
Eve service began. She began to see the similarity to the entrance at the 
Pow-Wows held in warmer weather. Only here a mother and child 
would lead them. The Elders would follow carrying gifts, dancing and 
chanting to a native carol of the baby. 
 
She was reflecting on that while putting the finishing touches on her 
homily. Her senses sharpened at the sound of a coyote howl. The high-
pitched howl pierced the quiet while the yips between the howls 
punctuated them like in a sentence. She shivered involuntarily. Then 
there was another sound, this one a scratching, a pawing at the back 
door. It stopped for a moment, then started again, accompanied now by 
a low whine, a moan.  
 
Shawna went to look out the window. The moon reflected on the snow 
highlighted a few darker shadows- dogs- moving from building to 
building. Even in the dark, Shawna now knew the difference between 
coyotes and Rez dogs. The most common Rez dog on North Prairie is 
the German shepherd. No one knows for sure why there are so many 
when other reservations have far fewer. World War I veterans first 
brought them back from Europe. Joseph said that the German shepherd 
became “a guardian spirit animal. He protects and keeps the people 
together when coyote attempts his tricks to split them apart,” he had 
explained. 
 
She looked left and saw one of the German shepherd Rez dogs at the 
door. The dog spied her at the window and starting barking. He barked 
again then turned away from the door, stopped and looked back at 



Shawna. It would then repeat its action calling Shawna to come out. 
She looked in the direction the dog was indicating but saw nothing. The 
coyote howled again at that moment and the Rez dog stopped, looked 
toward the sound then came back and started pawing, barking, and 
moaning even more insistently than before. 
 
Shawna took her coat off the hook and bundled up. Something was 
going on and she knew that when unusual events occurred something 
needed to be taken care of. She picked up her flashlight and walked out 
the door.  
 
The dog nipped at her pants leg to get her to move faster. This was an 
old male, his coat somewhat shabby from years in the wild, a few scars 
showed a level of hard earned dominance. He kept barking and jumping 
as he ran toward a small hill about 50 feet behind the church. He ran in 
circles making sure Shawna was following. Shawna came around the 
side of the hill and saw the old cabin on the other side. It was once 
home to an old woman known for her eccentricities. It had been years 
since she died but her myriad legends remained. 
 
This was the cabin of Ruth Secrets-Singer. Many recalled she sang 
soulful songs in a language no one remembered any more. It is said that 
she had many more secrets than she sang about. When asked why she 
stayed in the cabin, she would smile and simply say that “the ancestors 
wanted her there.” When the church leadership bought the land, they 
agreed that it would remain as it was and that they would maintain 
whatever needed to be done. They had continued even after she died in 
the mid-90s. The cabin was now used for winter storage and summer 
drum circles. 
 
The German shepherd led her toward the front door. She noticed a light 
coming from the window and moved to look before going to the door. 
In the center of the room next to a small camping lantern was a woman 
and an infant. They looked up, startled, when they heard the dog 
pawing and barking at the door. Shawna moved to the door and called 
in. 

 
“Are you okay in there? I’m from the church on the other side of the 
hill. The dog led me here. Can I help?” 
 
She saw the door open a bit and the handle turned. The woman looked 
out. The baby was wrapped in a third- or fourth-generation hand-me-
down blanket that appeared to be Lakota. What struck Shawna was the 
intricate star pattern on the blanket. It was somewhat unusual, a 
contemporary take on a traditional design. The star was not centered as 
would be expected, but was at the end of the blanket that covered the 
baby’s head.  
 
Shawna said quietly, “You can’t stay here in the cold like this. Are the 
two of you alone?” 
 
The mother barely shook her head. “My husband went looking for help. 
That was a while ago. He should have been back by now. We are both 
getting cold,” she added and she touched the baby’s face. “I became 
frightened when I heard the coyote howling. It sounded like he was at 
the door. A coyote is not a good sign when one is alone and cold.” 
 
Shawna touched the mother’s arm. “Follow me. I just live by the 
church. Come. It is warm there and we will wait for your husband.” 
 
With one arm still holding the baby, the woman gathered the few items 
around her and put them in a backpack. Shawna picked up the camping 
lantern and stepped outside. The German shepherd was still there, 
staring in different directions as if on guard duty. They jumped when 
they heard the coyote howling again from the distant end of the hill. His 
outline was visible against the reflections from the nearby village.  The 
dog began to growl and bare its teeth in the coyote’s direction. 
 
“Come. It’s okay,” said Shawna. “It’s not far. We will be fine.” 
 
As they approached the back door of the Rectory the dog kept moving 
toward the village, barking, and leaping over small bumps and dips in 



the snow-covered ground. He was gone before they got inside. 
 
“How did you ever find that place? Shawna asked. “That cabin is well 
hidden behind the hill and the church.” 
 
“My husband grew up around here. He remembered the cabin of the 
woman he called the Singing One with Secrets. She was his 
grandmother’s older sister. As a child he would go there to escape from 
his father’s drunken anger. He would sit and listen in the silence. He 
told me that even though she had died years earlier he still heard the 
Singing One many times. ‘It is a safe place,’ he said. My husband’s 
name is James Little Bull. I’m Grace White Star. This one is simply 
Little One at this point. We have no family nearby and our story is too 
long to tell. We came to North Prairie to find our spirits. They are lost 
and Little One needs us to be here to find his as well.” She pulled the 
still sleeping child closer, her long dark hair falling across his chest. 
 
“For now, though Grace White Star, you need to get warm,” said 
Shawna wrapping a blanket around them both. “I’ll get some tea 
started.” 
 
As Shawna began working in the kitchen there was a bark and a knock 
at the front door. It opened immediately and Joseph Red Spirit came in, 
moving as quickly as she had ever seen him move. Following him was 
a young man. He saw the mother and child and began to smile and 
moved to hug them. 
 
“Pastor Shawna,” Joseph began, “you are a bringer of light. James was 
wandering around the town square when Old Dog here came barking at 
my place. He took me to him and then led us here. I have a hunch he 
has been a busy worker tonight shepherding his own flock.” 
 
James stood behind his wife and child. “I was sure that the Secret 
Singer would help us. One of her songs that my grandmother taught me 
was about a place of light in darkness. We traveled many miles to get 
here. It was the only place I knew where the spirits could help us.” 

 
“James just left a halfway house last month,” Grace explained. “We ran 
out of money and there was no way he could stay there any longer. He 
completed rehab and he has been clean for six weeks. We are both 
frightened of the darkness coming back. The drugs were awful. We do 
not want them back in his life- our ours.” Grace hugged the still 
sleeping child. 
 
“We thought we could stay in that town, but it was difficult. We began 
to move toward here. We hitched rides as we could,” James continued. 
“We begged for money to find food and then enough to get bus tickets 
to the town near here. There are many good people in the world. The 
Red Road led us to them and then here with many gifts to help. Just as 
the Secret Singer promised. We got here around noon today and went 
to the Singer’s cabin.” 
 
“But there is very little here,” Shawna said, thinking of the few 
resources available anywhere on the reservation.  
 
“Pastor Shawna,” Joseph said quietly. “There are many who have been 
gathering gifts all year long for this night. They have been waiting for 
the Baby Jesus to be born. They have been preparing to give of 
themselves to whoever might need the support. I don’t know about 
anyone else, but I see a baby here with his wandering family that needs 
help. Our people wait for Christmas Eve to start another year of 
Christmas. Let’s give them the chance. It is always a time and place for 
miracles.” 
 
Joseph moved toward the parents and child. “James. Grace. Welcome 
home. The Singer of Secrets has led you here. Who are we to question 
her?” 
 
“Pastor Shawna,” came a call from the front door, “it is almost time to 
begin. All is ready for the Baby.” Shawna glanced at her watch. It was 
already time to go. She glanced around the room and knew this would 
be a better homily than the one she had planned. 



 
The small group waited for Shawna.  “Well, I guess that means we 
have to go. Grace, James- would you and Little One honor us by 
leading us into the service?” 
 
The drums were gathered on the walk in front of the church. Shawna 
and Joseph let the young family go first. The drums began a quiet 
cadence. Shawna recognized it as the Song of Dancing Stars. Shawna 
heard the baby make a noise. She glanced at him and noticed a 
brightness in the old blanket around the baby. The star over the child’s 
head glowed.  
 
As they approached the drummers, she saw a pack of German 
shepherds gathered at the end of the walk. They watched the procession 
as light and warmth came from the inside of the church. For the 
moment there was no sign of coyote.  
 
The drum rhythm picked up as the dancers reached the church door. 
The quiet, like the dark, was being filled with song and light. The piano 
started playing the opening hymn to the same rhythm. The 
congregation’s voices blended with the drums and dancers.  
 

The world sits in fear, to/a drumbeat of hate 
The power of hope is crushed underfoot. 
The least and the lost, 
Have nowhere to turn 
Grace is now hidden and hearts have grown cold. 
 

Joseph Red Spirit nodded as they came into the warmth of the church.  
 
A circle of stars frames/a mother and child 
A manger once dark is filled with new light. 
The journey is done 
The promise fulfilled 
Grace shines in the world in/the light of the Son. 

Shawna realized that Christmas is far more than she had ever thought it 

was. It is a way that God has given to humanity to stand up to the 
darkness, to shake a light-filled fist at the dangers and fears that 
threaten to engulf us. It is a moment of resistance to the hatred and 
prejudice; a stand against the mind numbing of poverty and racism; an 
answer to those who would fool us into thinking that love and hope is 
lost. It is finally the opening of arms, unclenching fists, and letting light 
break through. 
 
When a story starts it can be impossible to ignore, even when it is about 
a place one has little personal knowledge of. If I have been a pretender 
or an intruder in a different culture, my apologies. Shawna, the person I 
met in telling this story was an outsider, too.  
 
But was she? Am I? Are you or any others truly outsiders and 
strangers? Maybe the best-kept secret that can be learned from the One 
Who Sings is that there are no outsiders, no strangers. We are all in this 
together. 
	
	


