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"Throughout the inhabited world, in all times and under every circumstance, the myths of man have flourished; and they have been the living inspiration of whatever else may have appeared out of the activities of the human body and mind...Myth is the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human cultural manifestation."  - Joseph Campbell
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Prologue

As the years of my life have unfolded, I have found my path interwoven often with the people, the mythology, and the ways of the rainbow. I've heard about and known the legends for a long time, at least 40 years. 

Over those 40 years I've moved through phases and ranges of relationship with the legends: variously regarding them as engaging stories, as shared spiritual visions and mysteries, as a powerful metaphor, as true prophecy, as wishful thinking, as corrupted new age fantasy, as a  thread of provocative relevance at this warp in the tapestry of our unfolding human story, as interesting but irrelevant, and as an elegant, constructive, and unifying frame of reference. Life has continued to serve me up unavoidable encounters, and through this I have come to a place of understanding.

I’ve heard 40 or more tellings of rainbow mythology over the decades. One fairly recent afternoon — May 13, 2006 to be precise — I heard yet another telling of the rainbow tale, a convincing telling since it came from an impecably authentic source. With my dear friends Stephen Clarke and Carlos White Eagle, I was seated at the kitchen table in a rustic ranch house in Haystack, New Mexico, visiting with Navajo grandfather, Martin Martinez, his wife Janice, and his daughter, Kay.

Grandfather, in his 90's and nearing his transition on the Beauty Way, had life experience as a rodeo rider, a Code Talker in World War II, a community leader, and for many long, honorable years as a traditional Medicine Man and the ceremonial Keeper of Tzoodsil — the Blue Bead Mountain, or Mount Taylor, one of the Four Holy Mountains that mark the Four Corners of Turtle Island (North America).

Grandfather told us a story. He spoke in Navajo, and Kay translated. As we sat at the kitchen table and smoked a pipe in a sacred manner, Grandfather said he could remember long ago when he was a boy hearing some of the Medicine elders talk. The elders told him that during his lifetime there would come a dark era when many problems would arise on Earth. For many people it would seem as though there was no hope.

At that time, the elders told him, the rainbow people would arrive. These rainbow people would find a way to bring healing. The elders told him that it would be good and important — and that he would see it come true. Grandfather told us that he had never experienced that teaching in fullness until our moments at the kitchen table, and that he was deeply happy to be in ceremony with us, some of the rainbow people. He gave us a warm smile, and three totems. Then his eyes settled in contentment.

[image: image]

Among the Navajo/Dineh, the whirling rainbow has an association with friendly rains that nurture the earth. (Sand painting by John Benally, author’s collection)

I’d encountered a spectrum of rainbow myths before, beginning in the 1970s when I first read the book Warriors of the Rainbow, by William Willoya and Vinson Brown, and then in dozens of other readings and listenings. As is the custom among storytellers, I passed on the tales I heard later in my own words at gatherings, and in books: Legend of the Rainbow Warriors, Profiles in Wisdom, and Odyssey of the 8th Fire, in particular.  

Yet as Grandfather finished his rainbow telling that May afternoon in New Mexico, I felt the force of certainty. I knew that someday in some other way, I would strike the drum and tell the tale again, weaving in Grandfather’s simple, sincere testament. 

So it has come to pass. This true book has emerged — a pastiche of elements I’ve written for other books and articles, now a new telling woven together by the context of our era, and by the living, mythic skysign image of the whirling rainbow.

In his book Transformations of Myth Through Time, Joseph Campbell noted that a society that does not have a myth to support it and give it coherence enters into dissolution. "That," he wrote, "is what's happening to us.” And that, I feel, is why it is worthwhile to tell the rainbow tales again in yet another way, to contribute a word picture of what I regard as a supporting and coherent tale for our times, a mystery to engage the fulness of the contemporary soul.

For most of the 20th Century, and even now at the start of the 21st, a dominant myth in the developing world has been a version of the American Dream suggesting that most people can attain wealth by taking from the land and sea, and that happiness will follow from material gain. This myth is relentlessly reinforced by advertising images. However, the promised wealth has been unattainable for most people. Those who have attained the wealth may now also realize that this part of the dream is hollow. 

The unbridled pursuit of these versions of the myth, often by people deep in sleep, has plunged us into a nightmare of environmental devastation, economic upheaval, ethical bankruptcy, and cultural confusion. Religious and ethnic conflict, combined with the scarcity of clean water and our rapidly deteriorating ecosystem, will be the prime causes of war this Century, say international diplomats.

As I write during the summer of 2010, as many as 46 wars are raging at various places around our globe, and another 210 or more armed conflicts are underway. The massive industrial oil catastrophe in the Gulf of Mexico appears to be coming under control, but immense damage has been done to the web of life. The US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has declared in their State of the Climate report that the first decade of the 21st Century has been the hottest on record. Brian Tokar, the director of the Institute for Social Ecology declared, “the weather is noticeably more chaotic, corresponding rather closely to climate scientists’ longstanding predictions.” In 2007, the IPCC said global warming will cause “increased deaths, disease, and injury due to heat waves, floods, storms, fire, and drought.”

Our world is home now to nearly seven billion human beings. Well over one billion of them are hungry or starving. Josette Sheeran, the head of the UN World Food Programme, has reported the news: "...we are clocking in on average four million new hungry people a week, people who are urgently hungry." 

In the midst of these stark realities, various frames or myths are conjured via the broadcast voices of demagogues, and the bloody, sorrowful images that pervade movies, music and computer games — the myth of fear that the world is hate-filled and chaotic beyond redemption. For many people, in the absence of something more wholesome, such barren and toxic visions can become personal working myths, albeit often unconsciously.

Yet another view arises out of a hard reading of the Bible — the notion that the world situation will continue to deteriorate, until eventually, truly devout Christians, of the 'correct' demnominations, will be bodily raptured to Paradise. The only souls who will remain on Earth to suffer, they say, are athiests, followers of ‘false religions,’ or human beings who are, as they gauge it, inadequately devout.

My original and enduring spiritual instruction was in the Christian way. It remains my honored foundation. But I’ve not wavered in my understanding that it is ill-advised to cultivate fear, and that other people on other paths might live lives as moral, valid and sanctified as Christians. The disparagement of other sincere paths, and the persecution of people who walk them, has to me seemed always the antitheis of the golden rules at the core of the tradition
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