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We live in a very dangerous year -- 1992, the five hundredth anniversary of Columbus' discovery that he was lost.  But for those of us who take the gospel of Jesus Christ seriously and look to the dawning of God's basileia (that is, kingdom or queendom; I use basileia, the Greek, in order to avoid the inherent sexism of the english language), for those who live in the expectation of God's basileia and want to participate in its dawning, this is a year of expectation, a year of opportunity, a year of hope, a year that some Christians in north America have called a "kairos moment."  


Columbus as a mythic north american culture hero is an idealized figure, a saint, if you will, who, supposedly out of great altruism and an interest in the truth, pursued a scientific adventure of discovery that resulted in a quantum shift in the knowledge-base of european intellectuals. Of course, this is far from the truth.  If you have read something like Kirkpatrick Sales, The Conquest of Paradise, you will quickly understand that Columbus was far from a saint.  


But Americans tend to look for culture heroes who can do no wrong, who are perfect in some aspect.  We are, after all, the “Righteous Empire.”   Some of us laughed at Ronald Reagan when he said that eight or nine years ago, but in fact most of our fellow Americans, including the good Christians who fill America’s churches, have long internalized "Righteous Empire" as truth -- or lie -- about themselves.  Whether we are talking about Christobal Colon or Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, and Andrew Jackson, these are the heroes America has idolized.  About them we write things that are very close to hagiographies or "lives of the saints."  Every state Democratic party, it seems, has its Jefferson/Jackson Day fundraising event.  Yet it was Andrew Jackson who perpetrated one of the most evil crimes against Indian people of the whole history of Europeans in north America, the so-called "removal" of Indians from the southeast that resulted in the "Trail of Tears."


Columbus is that kind of a hero.  We idealize him, and it does not matter that he was a slave trader, a murderer who perpetrated acts of genocide in north America, a man driven by avarice and greed who spent years, even decades, sitting in royal courts trying to talk one monarch after another into supporting his cause.  It does not matter that Columbus' journal is filled with day-by-day entries mentioning the word "gold" and his search for it in the Americas.  We can overlook that greed because after all, it may be the very same greed that drives the American way of life.  It does not matter that on his second journey to the Americas, having failed to find sufficient supplies of gold, Columbus enslaved Indian people for profit and shipped five hundred  back to Spain for sale in the slave market in Seville.  It does not matter that already in 1494 he started the deadly encomienda system that enslaved Indian people on their own land, a system whereby grants of land and the Indians who lived on the land were given to his captains and henchmen.  It doesn't matter that in their search for gold Columbus came up with a design that forced Indians to supply more of it.  Every four months each Indian person on the island of Hispaniola was required to produce a hawk's bell filled with gold ore.  Those who failed were punished rather severely; namely, their hands were severed from their arms, usually resulting in bleeding to death.  As discoverer, Columbus founded the Righteous Empire.  Especially this year, north Americans are looking to him with great awe and reverence.  


Now compare Columbus with Coyote, the American Indian culture hero.  Unlike the mythic Columbus, Coyote is a fool.  Oh, yes, Coyote is a very powerful fool.  Sometimes, in some tribal mythologies, Coyote even creates the world, even if by accident.  Usually he ends up doing as much harm as he does good even when he means well.  Yet he is our culture hero.  The stories about Coyote are funny, and powerful.  They are scatological, earthy and sexual; they include the personification of Coyote's anus, and graphic descriptions of how that anus functions to protect Coyote's food by farting at intruders.  The stories include accounts of Coyote's amazing penis: it either is already so long that he has to roll it up like a coiled rope and keep it inconveniently in a box that he lugs around on his back, or it is a magical penis that can in fact grow to those lengths on command.  While these stories all build on one or another aspect of Coyote's foolishness, they are, at the same time, stories about all of us.  The stories, even the sexual stories, are told to our children in the Indian community, told for a specific reason.  They are told in order to teach our children, "be careful, because after all you are just like Coyote."  From Coyote you better learn how not to live on this earth.


It seems like most of the stories begin, "Coyote was going along one day...."  They begin that way because Coyote never has anything better to do but be "going along one day."  So Coyote was going along one day and was feeling hungry.   That is the second common feature of many Coyote stories.  He is always feeling hungry.  So Coyote was going along one day and he was feeling hungry and he decided he had better hunt for his supper.  


There are two other things you need to know about Coyote before I go on.  First, when this story happened the world was still dark.  There was a sun, but the sun was a recluse and lived deep down inside of a mountain.   Since we are not in church, I can tell you the second thing:  Namely, Coyote's pee smells really bad.  It makes an awful stench.  Well, the way Coyote hunts is to find gopher holes, rabbit holes, snake holes, and he pees down in those holes.  The stench is so bad that whatever lives there comes right out, and Coyote can grab it and have his supper.


So, Coyote was going along one day and feeling hungry and decided to hunt.  He came across that mountain and found the huge hole where Sun had gone down into the mountain.  As Coyote peered over into that hole, his eyes got bigger than his stomach, and he said, "Whoa, if I had that, I could eat two or three days."  So he crept up to the edge of the hole and peed into it.  It went way, way down and pretty soon hit the sun and turned to steam.  The stench was even worse than usual, and Sun just could not stand it; Sun had to come up for fresh air.  He came shooting out of that mountain, passed Coyote and suddenly there was light everywhere, and Coyote and everyone else could see.  Coyote said, "Wow!"  And patted himself down there and said, "My, but you're a very powerful fellow."  


Such is our American Indian culture hero.  While Coyote is a little different from Columbus, I want to argue that he is actually a healthier hero.  Yes, we laugh at Coyote.  We are supposed to laugh.  But remember, we are laughing at ourselves too, because, after all, we are what our culture hero is.  As a culture hero, Coyote teaches us humility.  We laugh because we know after all that we are as foolish as he, that we have to humble ourselves to maintain a balanced perspective on life.  Many tribes combine a number of these stories into a cycle of stories that teach our children, and all of us, how to walk this world by not walking the way Coyote does.  These stories teach the nature of the inappropriate, that is, what to avoid.


You can see what a fool Coyote is and how our children are taught by these things.  Even when they had to do with sexual indiscretion they are teaching our children, boys and girls, how not to be.  In particular they are teaching our boys as they grow how to be respectful with their women.  Even stories about Coyote's magic penis always have some little twist that enables us to identify with the Coyote story as a negative paradigm for human existence and societal balance.


These stories teach us about our own human foibles, about our own weaknesses, about our own foolishness;  and they give us the power to overcome our weaknesses.  Contrast that again with Columbus, who is an ideal culture hero who can do no wrong.  Children begin to internalize that myth, or the myth of the pilgrims inviting the Indians to dinner on their first Thanksgiving.  It is curious that cartoons around Thanksgiving time always have pilgrims serving food to the Indians.  The truth is, of course, that if it hadn't been for the Indians feeding the pilgrims, the pilgrims would not have made it through that first winter.  Our children, and all Americans, internalize a mythic history and live out of that mythic history as the Righteous Empire.


Columbus is that kind of a culture hero.  What we have internalized about ourselves as Americans then, is that we as a society are as blameless as our culture hero was, as Columbus was, as the Pilgrims were.  Never mind that in 1622, only two years on north American soil, in order to stop rumors that the Indians were going to rise up against them, Miles Standish took pre-emptive action against Indian chiefs in that part of Massachusetts.  He invited them all to dinner and while they were eating as his guests, he murdered them, severed their heads from their bodies and hung them on pikes outside of the village to show other Indians what would happen to them if they even thought about crossing the English.  


Such is the Pilgrim heritage.  This, of course, is not the history we have learned and internalized.  It is not the self-identity that we generally have of ourselves.  Rather, we are the Righteous Empire who can do no wrong, whether it be in a Cold War struggle against the USSR, or in a real war struggle against puny Iraq.  The reason 1992 is a dangerous year is that people can take that idealization of themselves to new heights -- heights that are destructive for America as a national community and are deadly for the well-being of american peoples.  On the other hand this could be a kairos moment, an opportune time, because it is a time that  -- if there are enough prophetic voices proclaiming the gospel -- could possibly be a year of life- giving confession and repentance as north Americans begin to own the shadow side of their history.  


Western, amer-european spiritual discourse also has ways of getting at the same issues.  John 3:19, a verse everyone seems to know, comes to mind: "For God so loved the world...."  What interests me are the verses that follow.  Here we learn that salvation and condemnation have to do with this life, and not with the next life.  To paraphrase verse 19: "Those who have not believed are already condemned...  And this is the condemnation that they have seen the light but they have preferred the darkness."  In order to interpret the verse, we must go back to John 1 and rearrange the standard translation of the noun "phos" and the verb "phozein", "light" and to "enlighten."  Here we are told that “Christ” is the light of the world, the one who enlightens all.  I want to suggest that "enlighten" may be too seductive a translation of the verb.  In fact, one of the english cognates with "phos" and "photos"  is the word "photo" (photograph).  I want to interpret "phos" in John 1 not as the light of enlightenment, not the light that illuminates the whole world but the light of exposure -- that which exposes the world and everyone in the world.  That, it seems to me, makes sense out of verse 19.  Why do people prefer the darkness?  It is because their deeds are evil; that is, they do not want to be exposed by the light.  Yet, those who take the gospel seriously know that true life can only come by standing in the light of exposure, by owning who you are, confessing your own humanness.  In churches of all denominations, people do that every Sunday in collective versicles and responses that are called confession and absolution.  The faithful try to open themselves to personal confession, both theologically and practically.  Yet all seem oblivious to the equally necessary corporate aspects of confession.  


In our corporate existence as a country, 1992 has the potential for being a life-giving moment of exposure.  The shadow side of U.S. history, as it finally comes to light, calls all U.S. citizens, especially european immigrant stock, to a confession and ongoing repentance that will enable us all to move beyond the past to a creative future.


Columbus functions as a culture hero who enables us to avoid exposure.  He functions as a source of denial who enables us to internalize a comforting but false sense of our righteousness.  For many others, however, Columbus becomes a symbol for the pain, the anger, the struggle, the genocide experienced by so many in North America and the world today.  


The Aboriginal population of north America may have numbered as many as forty million people.  Yet, by the turn of the last century, only about 250,000 of us were left.  We number less than 3 million, even today.  Within 30 years of Columbus' landing most of the Indian population of the Caribbean had been murdered and wiped out.  That part of our history we do not remember and do not want to remember because it interferes with the comfortable lie of the Righteous Empire.  Yet, confessing that part of our history may in fact be a life-giving confession.  


Sometimes I have been accused of simply engaging in Columbus-bashing.  I want to be perfectly clear that I have little interest in such activity.  It would be perfectly easy to do but not very productive since the past, in and of itself does not really affect us one way or the other.  Nor am I interested in engaging in that kind of White-bashing involving clobbering people over the head with their past history.  That too would not be terribly productive.  


The real problem is that Columbus becomes the symbol for the beginning of what George H.W. Bush would like to call a "new world order," an order some of us think is about 500 years old.  The nation-state system, which was born coincidentally about the time of Columbus' adventure, began to overcome the old feudal kingdoms of Europe's medieval world and generate a new world of centralized political order.  Along with it an economic system emerged that was to become the world system as we know it today -- which is experienced by most of the world as oppressive.  The entire southern hemisphere today lives in immense poverty, even as north Americans enjoy an unprecedented wealth.


Our wealth, we must confess, is generated by the very Third World debt crisis and the other injustices we inflict as a nation on other peoples around the world.  Development in Latin America, development in Africa, is always mal-development and seems designed to fail.  Debt-restructuring seems just to be a way of keeping cheap labor as long as we can and to impede Third World nations from catching up with us.  You see, we as Americans are complicit in Third World debt.  You and I, just because we live in this society and enjoy the benefits and the wealth, are complicit in that legacy of Christopher Columbus.  At some point we need to own, not just what happened among the Pilgrims in 1622, not just the violence of the Spanish in Mexico and the Caribbean and South America, not just the violence of the english in Virginia, but we need to own the violence that is America today.  We need to come to an understanding that if the United States invades Haiti as we invaded Granada, as we invaded Panama, as we very nearly in 1978-79 invaded Jamaica, we will have perpetrated another act of violence in this hemisphere.  I should explain that I am also privy to information that says that the coup in Haiti, last September 29 was actually planned in the office of the U.S. Ambassador to Haiti and was supported by U.S. Intelligence activity.  To date, our government has not implemented any of the non-violent solutions that it has the power to enforce to bring Haiti's crisis to an end.  Instead our government allows the threat of its violent intervention to hang heavy in the air over Haiti.


At some point we must begin as U.S. citizens to own our corporate participation in those acts and threats of violence.  We cannot do that, however, as long as our corporate self-image is one of being a Righteous Empire.  How we in our churches can engage in repeated acts of individual repentance each Sunday and fail to see the humanness of our country, the nation-state in which we all live, has always been fascinating to me.  Somehow, when we come together as a nation, we who can stand up on Sunday and say "I confess that I am a sinner," can think of ourselves as having risen above sin.  This is something of a minor miracle, or worse than that, a sin.  The humility that comes across in Coyote stories can give us a new way of seeing the world, a new way of seeing ourselves, a new way of understanding how to live together in this world. 


Coyote was going along one day and saw a buzzard flying up in the sky, circling.  Coyote was thinking, "My, how wonderful it would be to be able to fly like that."  So a little later on he saw a buzzard landing in a tree, and he said, "Hey, cousin.  I was watching you fly and it looked so wonderful; would you give me a ride, take me up?"  


Buzzard said, "Well, Coyote, you might fall. It would be pretty easy to fall off."


Coyote said, "No, I'll hold on really tight.  I really want to do this, I'll take the risk."


Finally Buzzard said, "Alright, get on my back and I'll take you."  So off they went into the wild, blue yonder.  Coyote was really enjoying himself, looking down, seeing the earth below him.  They were soaring through the sky having a good old time, but pretty soon Coyote could not help but notice that Buzzard has a bald head.  He could not help but notice that Buzzard looks mighty foolish for a person.  So he began to laugh to himself, and he began to make an Indian hand-sign that said, "Buzzard is a fool."  When Buzzard inadvertently flew next to a hillside, he saw the shadow of Coyote on his back making that hand sign, and Buzzard became outraged.  "Here I am giving him a ride and he's sitting up there calling me a fool," he thought.  So he decided to teach Coyote a lesson.  He spied an old stump hollowed out by lightning.  So he swooped down to that stump, and just as he got there, he tipped to one side, and Coyote went head over heels, right into that stump and became firmly stuck.  Coyote was sitting there crying, and  it was Buzzard's turn to laugh and tell Coyote why he did that.  Buzzard took off, leaving Coyote's sitting there whining, unable even to move.  Coyote was feeling really sorry for himself.  That is one of his best things.  And the more he felt sorry for himself, the more he became stuck and unable to move.  As he began to cramp and fatigue, suddenly it dawned on him what he had done, and he started feeling apologetic.  For once he began to feel more and more humble.  And as he humbled himself, he became smaller and smaller until finally he was so small that he could scoot all the way down the tree trunk and out a little hole at the bottom.  It was only then when he humbled himself that he was able to free himself.  


It is not that Coyote is just a fool, mind you.  Coyote is also a very powerful person.  Creating the sun, creating the world is no small business -- even when you do it by accident.  In one tribal tradition, the people were suffering greatly because there was a huge monster that was swallowing up anybody who got close.  Finally it got to a point where there were more people inside the monster than were living in the villages outside.  So all of the people gathered together to have a meeting about this and talk about what they were going to do.  They could not think of anything -- not Bear, Buffalo, Eagle, Crow, Elk, Deer, Squirrel, Tree, Snake.  They were all there, and they were near despair.  As big as Bear was, Bear did not want to tackle the monster.  Coyote was always a bit of a smart aleck, so he began to cajole the people saying, "What do you mean?  Are you going to just despair and let that monster eat you?  Surely there's a way of killing that monster.  Surely you can do it."  And so they began to get excited as Coyote revved them up, and finally they said, "Okay, we're going to do it; we're going to send Coyote."  And Coyote said, "Hey, what??"  You see, that was not what Coyote had in mind, but Coyote is also proud, and so he was ashamed to say that he would not or could not do it.  So he had to take on the task.  


Off he went to meet that monster.  As he went, he grabbed a piece of flint and stuck it in his belt, thinking that he may need a weapon to kill this monster.  As he gets close, he can smell the awful stench.  It smells so bad, he thinks, that maybe he would turn around and go back, but it was too late.  The powerful suction of the monster's breath was drawing Coyote in and he could not get away.  Pretty soon he was swallowed up by that monster just like everyone else.  Even as he slid down the monster's throat, Coyote was proud.  He reached out and grabbed a little fat from the walls and slicked down his hair.  He got into the belly and sure enough, there was a turkey relative, an elk relative, even a bear relative down there -- all kinds of people in the belly of that beast.  Some of them were dead, their life having been sucked out of them for food for the monster.  Others were still alive.  Coyote said, "Alright, I'm here to kill this monster."  All those other relatives down there said, "Cousin, what are you talking about... we've been swallowed by the monster."  He says, "Yes, that's the only way to kill the monster.  Now let me go find that monster's heart."  So with a crew of volunteers he found the heart of that monster and pulled out his flint knife.  He began cutting loose the arteries and veins that held that heart in the monster's body, and pretty soon he had that heart completely cut aside, and the monster fell over dead.  He was able to cut a slit in the monster's stomach and all those relatives who were still alive came out bringing all the bones and skin of those who had been consumed.  Then Coyote built a big sweat lodge and took in those who were dead.  Each round more and more life came back to them and, at the end of four rounds, they were all alive.


Coyote was the hero who humbled himself to get himself unstuck from the tree and the hero who killed the monster.  Perhaps these are the stories out of which we should be living today.   There is still a monster in the world today, a monster that oppresses people.  A monster that in fact we are a part of, or at least we live in the belly of that monster.  We may be called on for the heroic act of killing this monster by rising up from the belly of the beast to find its heart and to cut it out.  If we are dreaming dreams about the basileia of God, if we are serious about the gospel of Jesus Christ, we may have no choice but to find the heart of the beast, from within the beast, because we are the beast, and take its life so that we can give birth to a transformation of this world, to a transformation of human society, to a transformation of our cultures into something that really is the basileia of God.  And if you think that's idealized, if you think we cannot live the basileia in this world, that it is only something for the next world -- then consider this:  The world around us, the present and not the future, is God's basileia.  After all, God's basileia is not something only for the future, but God's basileia, God's reign, must be exercised in the very place that God has created.  If we confess God as Creator of heaven and earth, if we confess God as our Creator, the Creator of all the beauty around us in this place, then surely we must confess that this place is the rightful realm of God, where God reigns supreme.  And if this is the basileia, then we should quit paying homage to political systems as if they were god -- Marxism, Communism, Democracy, Capitalism.  Quit paying homage to political systems and begin to set our sights on making this truly a place where God's reign is recognized by all our relatives.  We are not going to create a perfect world, but, my friends, we must work towards a better world than we have -- a world of greater balance and harmony, a world in which we are ecologically safe, a world in which we are not necessarily exploiting every tree, every rock, every water source in order to generate money, leaving refuse in the wake of those resources.  We must create a world that does not anymore depend upon exploiting many for a few to live well in north America.  


We must be clear, however, that it is not enough to want to kill the monster, but that real harmony and balance in the world depends much on our ability to humble ourselves as Coyote did after Buzzard stuck him in the tree stump.  Theologically, we call that confession and repentance, but remember that our corporate self, our nation, must also find opportunities for self-humbling.  It may be that Columbus, the all-american culture hero, may have to die in order for the world to live.


If we celebrate the Columbus myth, the Columbus culture hero blindly, this is a dangerous year that could be very hurtful to the health and well-being of american people.  But, it can be a year of opportunity if we seize it.  If we who are faithful to the gospel will commit ourselves to work together, this is a year of great opportunity that could mean life for all of us.

