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(A NOTE ON TRANSLATION:

The language in which this story was originally told was Dog, obviously, which is brimming with tricky dialects… but to make matters more complicated, it’s two-thousand-year-old Dog, with some two-thousand-year-old Hebrew and Aramaic thrown in.  I’ve done my best to render it in comfortably contemporary language for readability.)

Dogs have Christmas too, you know.  

In fact, you could say that Christmas is the way it is because of us dogs.  And one dog in particular.  I happen to know this for a fact, you see, because this particular dog was my kin sire, and I have the story exactly the way he told it-- my line has passed it litter to litter, and age to age.  

His name was תצפיתן , which is more or less “Scout” in Hebrew.  Dog names haven’t changed much over the years.  Scout’s name fit him because he was the main dog of a shepherd named Ari, and he spent most of his days scouting for sheep that were trying to wander off, and bringing them back. I know you humans like to talk about how at the first Christmas the shepherds were tending their flocks by night and so on, but trust me, most of the tending was done by us dogs.   We don’t generally get much credit, but that doesn’t matter because we don’t do it for credit.  We do it because we love to work.  And because sheep are lazy and stupid and it’s fun to scare them back to the rest of the flock.  I just want to be clear about this particular point: Those shepherds?  Not so much the tending. It was us dogs.  That’s why we know what happened better than any of the people who were there. 

On this particular night, Ari and his two assistant shepherd pals had a wineskin full of some really terrible stuff one of them had cooked up.  It was made from fermented dates or figs or raisins, something vile, don’t ask me what it was.  No dog could have known for sure.  We know the world by scent, that’s true, but once things ferment they lose the truth of their smell, and its direction too. (Smells almost always have a direction, a Follow Me direction or a Go This Way direction or an Anywhere But Here! direction.) Fermented things rot their way to this stink that just goes everywhere and ruins everything.  I remember Ari had a little blanket he used to spread for his meals, and it was as interesting as smell can be. So many! So different! Breads from this grain of that earth in this time of year… cheeses from sullen goats whose angry eating habits included this trash from that village… camp smoke from this land’s cedar or that land’s sage.…all thirty six flavors of rain, at least seventeen of the snows, and on and on, so much, so many, such wealth of memory….  And then naturally, one afternoon Ari spilled some awful, pruney, grapey, greasy wine all over it, and that was that. He might as well have peed on it.  In fact, that would have been an improvement.  

Anyway, it was a pretty cold night and those fellows were passing this wineskin back and forth.  Their voices got louder the way humans get when they’re lonely.  (We howl at the moon and pretend it’s keeping us company.  Same thing.)  I could tell from the voices and the smells that two of them were making fun of the third one.  But I could tell it was just a game-- there was no blood in the scent. They smelled fuzzy. They were starting to smell like sleep and  I knew that in a minute or two they were going to drop to the ground wherever they were and let the sleep come.  Sure enough, a moment later all three did exactly that, plopping down with grunts and sighs.  It was a big relief to me. Things are easier when the humans are asleep. 

I was about to make one last circle around the flock, to keep the sheep in and the jackals out, when suddenly the sky changed. 

Now here’s the thing you need to understand.  Dogs don’t like surprises.  It’s another reason our smell and our hearing are so important.  We tend to know what’s coming before it shows up, and we like it that way.  Even something like lightning, we can smell it a second ahead of time. 

This thing was a surprise.  

As I tried to make myself look, I could tell I was wrong to have thought that the sky had changed.  It wasn’t that.  It just seemed that way because this thing, whatever it was, was as big as the whole sky, and so bright I couldn’t turn all the way to look straight at it… and there hadn’t been any sound or smell before it showed up, it was just, FLASH, up there, big and bright and scary. 

And it still didn’t have any smell. 

I don’t know how to stress this enough: That’s not how things are supposed to be.  Everything has a scent. Even if it’s a thing you’ve never smelled before, you’re still smelling something.  Butterflies have a scent. Dreams have many different scents.  Fear and sorrow and hope all have scents.

But this had no scent. And I felt afraid. It was like… water that wasn’t wet.  Trees that cast no shadow.  It was unnatural. Terrifying.

I tried to keep looking at it.  It was many things at once.  There were huge wings, like those of a bird, and they beat powerfully against the entire sky but there was no wind.  Sometimes the wings seemed to come from a creature that looked like a man, sometimes a woman, sometimes something unknowably huge, like a mountain or a sea.  I thought to look around, to see what the shepherd men were doing.  I was suddenly perfectly happy to be their servant and do whatever they thought best. 

But they were typical clueless humans, all still fast asleep.  One was drooling. I felt embarrassed for them and tucked my tail before looking back at the thing in the sky.

Then I began to hear a sound, and it grew louder and louder.  It began as something similar to when men blow through a ram’s horn… but it grew louder and louder and larger, as though it was filling up all the air until I couldn’t breathe.  Finally I couldn’t take another moment of it, and a terrible howl burst from my jaws up toward the thing.

The sound stopped abruptly.  And the thing in the sky seemed to shrink just a bit and the wings now seemed clearly attached to something very like a person, and this person looked mightily irritated at the shepherds for sleeping through the show.  I have seen the faces of people when things aren’t working out the way they want them to, and this was that face.  

I felt responsible somehow.  Apparently everyone else was indisposed and I was in charge. It wasn’t at all what I wanted, believe me.  A lamb wandering off from the flock, finding a path up a hillside of loose rock, things like this are what I’m used to.  But I was the only thing awake except for the sheep and I wasn’t about to wait for them to figure anything out.  

“Excuse me!”  I called up to the thing.

It looked at me, and I wish I knew a better way to put this but I had never felt more looked at in all my life.  Whatever this fellow was, he looked at you as though he was seeing your whole life at once.  “Scout,” he said. 

I lowered my head to show respect.   

“You’re a good dog,” he said. It rang through me, those words.  It made my bones light and my feet flex and my lungs were full and I could have run all day and caught the sun in my jaws.  But I kept my head down.  And then he said some other things, and from what I heard later I guess he was telling me about the town of David and a baby in a manger but I couldn’t really follow what he was saying, and he realized that after only a few seconds.  He smiled, and pointed, and then suddenly there was a smell. 

It wasn’t anything I’d smelled before-- it had something that was a little like waking from a nap and something else that I thought might be a favorite familiar path and I’m pretty sure there was a little bit of New Baby Human smell-- but it was a wonderful smell.  And  as good as it was, even more important was its direction. It was a very strong This Way direction, and it said Together and it said Fast. 

“Bring them,” the thing in the sky said.  And then it began to fade from sight, but the scent remained in the air, pulling me east, and the sky filled with another burst of light and there echoed the sweet, high whistle that means To Work!  Without a backward glance, I launched myself.  

In this case, “bring them” didn’t mean the sheep, it meant the shepherds. I ran back and forth among them, licking their faces and nudging them with my snout and barking as loud as I could right in their faces.  It was my trouble bark, my “jackals everywhere!” bark, my “tax collectors are coming!” bark.  They muttered, and turned over, and tried to wave me away but I kept barking and running back and forth between them, licking their faces and grabbing their sleeves and pulling and growling and generally making as big a nuisance of myself as I possibly could. 

After a moment they were all sitting more or less upright in states of irritated confusion.  When I felt I had whatever was available of their full attention, I dashed off a few yards, offering my best Follow Me! bark.  I glanced back at them and saw that none of them had moved.  I loped back, and began whining, and moving back and forth, trying to convey anxiety.  They watched me and then I dashed off again, offering another Follow Me! in the hopes that they would begin to understand.  I looked back again.  

Nothing.

As I ran back to them a second time, they were already beginning to make unhappy noises and lie back down, and I could see that I had only a few seconds before they’d be lost to me until morning.

So I took the sheep.

In my defense, I thought of them more as mine than as belonging to any of those men. After all, I was the one who watched them and protected them all day every day.  But more importantly, I knew that although the shepherds didn’t feel they had to pay me any mind or follow me no matter how I sounded, I knew they would follow their sheep.

Sure enough, as I began to move the herd in the direction of the Sky Thing’s smell, I could hear the shepherds getting to their feet and shouting and becoming upset.  Good, I thought.  I moved back and forth around the sheep, keeping them at a steady trot in the direction the smell pointed, and I could hear human footsteps running to catch up.  I didn’t feel one bit bad about what I was doing. If they wanted “their” sheep, all they had to do was keep up.  And we weren’t really moving all that fast.  Sheep are not sprinters. 

It was an interesting game we played as we moved steadily through the night, in the direction the smell led me.  The shepherds were trying to catch me, so that I would stop bullying the sheep forward.  I was trying to stay away from the shepherds while I was chasing the sheep.  The sheep were trying to get away from me, but being sheep that only meant that were moving exactly in the direction I wanted them.  Everyone was chasing something or running from something, and I was doing both at once.  

We had been doing this for about an hour when I could see a few dim lights on the horizon, and it was the place that humans called the City of David.  We’d been there before and cities are like anything else-- I know them by smell.  But as we drew closer, I began to be led to a simple inn on the outskirts of town… and the smell that had led us so far began to change.  It became more rich, and more wonderful, and it pulled me toward that little inn… and then as we got close it pulled us right past the inn and through a small yard toward a shed in the very back of everything.  There was a soft light coming from it, and the scent was… I wish I knew how to help you smell it.   
It smelled like waking up on the best day of your life. 

It smelled like being cradled by your mother, as she is cradled by her mother, and hers by hers, all the mothers that ever were, cradling you.  

It smelled like your own shuddering breath when you have been so, so scared but now suddenly know yourself safe and all danger past. 

It smelled like promises, and laughter, and the shine of happy eyes seeing their fondest wish take shape before them.  

It was love.  It was the best love.

All of us smelled it, felt it, knew it, and the feelings of chasing and being chased vanished. Instead we flung ourselves, as one creature, the final few steps to that little shed, the source of this amazing scent, where the air itself seemed made of it.  And what we saw seemed so simple and so small, and yet we knew it was the most important thing any of us would ever see:  A man, and a woman, and a newborn babe in the woman’s arms.  

The babe was not crying. It was smiling. And it seemed so… bright.  Everything did.  There was far too much light in that little shed to make sense. After all, there was only a tiny fire in the corner, so it should have been all shadows and flickers and darkness, but instead there was this light, light everywhere, as yellow as butter and warm as the sun and perfect.  And as we saw the baby, it turned to us all, still smiling, and without even thinking about it or deciding to do it, we all fell to our knees. Me, the shepherds, even the sheep, all of us. That perfect light, that amazing scent, all of it came from this tiny baby, and it was too much to remain standing.  We were overcome, in the very best way. 

I remembered having had the thought, in those last few stumbling steps, that it seemed impossible to me that every creature on the planet didn’t catch this scent and feel the need to follow it here.  And I heard the sounds of movement and rustling all around me, and I looked and saw I had been right.  There were animals of every sort, including humans, streaming into this little barnyard. Dogs and donkeys, cats and cows and camels, sweallows and sparrows and pigs and mice and goats and on and on, every animal you’ve ever seen or heard of. All of us could feel it. 

And then a strange thing began to happen.  It became more than just a scent, or a feeling.  It moved into our lungs, and into our blood, and became a kind of knowing. A certainty.  We didn’t just smell love, or feel love.  We suddenly became love.  I don’t know if that makes any sense.  But it felt so simple and clean, like a mountain breeze moving over and through you.  It was the thing every creature was made to be.  I looked at the shepherds, and I didn’t think of them as stupid or lazy or amusing.  They were only creatures who did their best, and I loved them.   I loved the sky, and the stars, and the animals around me and the simple family in the center of the light.  I even loved the sheep.

And I could smell the same thing happening all around me, like the way a pack will begin to howl as one or humans sometimes will sing together without having planned it.  This simple, powerful love moved in and out of every creature, growing and building and making the very act of being alive so simple and magnificent.  I think it was the very first Christmas present, and I think it remains the best one ever given, and I knew it could be given every day, forever, if we would only remember it.  And I promised myself, then and there, that I would remember it, and that I would tell the tale to every creature I met for the rest of my days.  I would stand living testament to the miracle of this night. 

And high overhead, I saw a twinkling that could have been eyes, and I knew it was the sky thing, looking down upon us, and I felt it smile, and I could hear the message loud and perfect in my mind: 

“Good dog.”

I always tried to be. 

Merry Christmas.  

