
LIVING IN MYTHIC TIMES

Have you been watching a lot of old movies these days while we’re sheltering at home and social distancing?
I’ve been thinking about  those old movies recently and one that I thought of was one of my childhood favorites from 1963, “Jason and the Argonauts.” It’s the mythic story of Jason and his crew of the ship  the Argo, and their adventures as they search for the Golden Fleece, a magical  ram’s fleece that has the power to heal, protect, and to bring prosperity to whichever nation holds it. The movie has become a cult classic mostly because of the great stop-action animation work of Ray Harryhausen. 
I watched it a few days ago again and, even with the artistic liberties taken by Hollywood, it still holds up as a great film. And, for me and for many others who grew up watching it, it was an introduction to mythology. 

So, I wanted to revisit that topic today because we are living in mythic times. I’ll say more about that later.

“Mythology,” wrote Joseph Campbell, “is not a lie, mythology is poetry, it is metaphorical. It has been well said that mythology is the penultimate truth--penultimate because the ultimate cannot be put into words. It is beyond words, beyond images. Mythology pitches the mind beyond the rim, to what can be known but not told.”

One of the principles of progressive spirituality, of Unitarian 
Universalism, is that we draw inspiration and spiritual sustenance from the many scriptures of the world as well as poetry and other literature. For me, and for many others, one of those is myth. I’ve spoken many times about the powerful influence that Joseph Campbell and Bill Moyers PBS series, The Power of Myth, had on my own spiritual life. Like art, and music, and literature, and dance, and drama, myth is foundational to mental, spiritual, and even physical health of any society. We don’t have to look too far to find examples of societies that ban these things. Look at what happens in areas dominated by ISIS or the Taliban where all of these – art, music, dance, literature, and myth -are banned. They are bereft of any joy, any kind of happiness. The same can be said of many ultra-fundamentalist religious groups even in the United States that believe these things to be worldly and sinful. Campbell and Moyers were right to call their series The Power of Myth.   

One of the first and most important things that I learned when I began exploring myth, was that, first of all, myths are not lies or untruths. That’s become a common misconception in our post-modern world. Or people use the word “myth” to mean “useless fairy tale.” To these people, a myth is a fantasy, a fable, or fiction, a harmless children’s story. Or, they say, it might be a story told for a religious purpose or an intentional fabrication devised to fool and control the gullible. 
Some ancient fanciful stories are called myths and do have a religious dimension and this makes understanding the definition of “myth” even more complex. 
Many people, especially those of a cynical nature, relegate myths to the dust bin of history and consider them only entertaining fantasy tales. Others, like E.B. Taylor, the father of what is known as “cultural evolutionism,” consider myth to be a worthless cultural artifact, failed attempts at science. Myths, in his opinion, were the theories that primitive people devised to explain the world. Now that we have science we know better, and we should discard myth. Religion, Taylor thought, was a holdover from those primitive mythological times, the root and fruit of a backward, superstitious mindset.
The German theologian Rudolph Bultmann applied his ideas about myth to Biblical criticism. His goal was the ‘de-mythologization” of scripture. Bultmann wanted to weed out what seemed to him to be the mythological, supernatural elements of the Biblical stories and the Christian religion so that Christianity might be more acceptable to modern man much in the same way that many of the early and mid-nineteenth century Unitarians sought to do.

The problem with these theories is that they fail to acknowledge and understand the deeper significance and function of myth within the human psyche. Carl Jung, with his theory of depth psychology suggested that mythical stories connected individuals and societies with the “collective unconscious” in which all humans partake, and were one of mankind’s ways of interacting with the vast unseen world.
Joseph Campbell wrote:
“Throughout the inhabited world, in all times and under every circumstance, 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. It would not be too much to say that myth is the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into the human cultural manifestation. Religions, philosophies, arts, the social forms of primitive and historic man, prime discoveries in science and technology, the very dreams that blister sleep, boil up from the basic, magic ring of myth”
Campbell built on the work of Jung and argued that myth has an important function in society as it evokes a sense of awe, it supports a religious cosmology, it supports the social order, and it introduces individuals to the spiritual path of enlightenment.
His work was a great influence on Star Wars film maker George Lucas. Lucas claimed that in the Star Wars saga he wanted to create a “myth for modern man.”

Myths die, but myths rise again. Dozens of movies follow a mythic structure for plot and characterization. Comic book heroes and the movies derived from them are myths re-enacted and writ large for the silver screen. The exploits of superheroes in their great battles with evil are modern examples of the drama and power of myth.
Today, it’s easy to see that myth is increasingly important and powerful in modern society, more than anyone could have imagined. Because myth is a universal language. Luke Skywalker, Frodo Baggins, Spiderman, Batman, Wonder Woman, Supergirl, and all of those comic book and film superheroes transcend cultural divides. One only has to look at the increasing number of superheroes who are Muslim like Kamala Khan also known as Ms. Marvel, or Simon Baz, who is the first Muslim member of the Green Lantern corps. There are increasing numbers of Black super heroes like Black Panther (who has been around for quite a while, actually ) and LGBTQ characters like Apollo and Midnighter.  Mythic heroes in comic books and movies communicate universal values in their fight against evil. In a culture where abstract theories of academics and religious dogma are often out of touch, these modern mythologies are becoming more and more important as stories that communicate more effectively and more universally. People may not go to church or practice any faith tradition, but they will go to movies or read comic books and fantasy novels where they can live vicariously through those heroes and feel something akin to them and their struggles. 

Myth is useful because it gives us a way as individuals, communities, and cultures of perceiving matters that are usually hidden. It offers a way to perceive matters that shape our lives for good or ill. That is why myth matters. It helps us get a grasp of things so that we can shape a life, so that we can move beyond feeling like a tiny raft on a turbulent sea.
Myths address matters that are psychological, sociological, economic, and political, even matters that are cosmic. 

I believe that right now, more than ever, we need myth and we need to seriously consider that we are living in deep, world-changing mythic times. I recall one of the first things I learned from an early teacher of mine, the futurist and co-founder of The Foundation for Mind Research, Jean Houston. In one lecture she said, "A myth is something that never was but is 
always happening." 

Myths change and evolve over time, but they never leave, never die. The myths we have been living with personally and culturally are changing, evolving. You may recall my sermon from a couple of weeks ago about apocalypse, the uncovering, the revealing of things that were unknown or, as I think is more the case right now, the laying bare of things we have known but wanted to keep hidden. What is being revealed now is the inevitable, unstoppable evolution of those myths.

Jean Houston also wrote: “In our time we have come to the stage where the real work of humanity begins. It is the time where we partner Creation in the creation of ourselves, in the restoration of the biosphere, the regenesis of society and in the assuming of a new type of culture; the culture of Kindness. Herein, we live daily life reconnected and recharged by the Source, so as to become liberated and engaged in the world and in our tasks.” 

Look around you today. Listen to the conversations people are having about what’s happening in the world, in our nation, and in our personal lives. It seems like Poseidon, the ancient Greek god of the sea and of earthquakes is shaking the foundations again and forcing us to change or perish. 
We are living in the real-time evolution of our myths, and what direction that evolution takes is up to us. Our myths about economics, about race, about class structure, about national superiorities are all being challenged. It can be frightening to live in such times. But if we approach the Great Mystery of our changing myth with humility and awe, if we allow ourselves to be conduits of the truths that are being revealed, we find that we are not alone, that we are part and parcel of Something greater than ourselves. We discover connections to others and to the world around us that we didn’t know existed or that we’d forgotten about as we went about our daily routines. In his brilliant book, The Shaking of the Foundations, the Christian theologian Paul Tillich wrote:
“The most intimate motions within the depths of our souls are not completely our own. For they belong also to our friends, to humankind, to the universe, and the Ground of all being, the aim of our life.”

 
In closing, let me read a brief speech by Sam Gamgee, one of the main characters in Tolkien’s “Lord of the Rings.” This appears in the movie and is slightly different than it appears in the books, but it’s message is still the same.
And it’s become a popular inspirational quote over the years, especially when times are tough as they are now.
Sam: “It's like in the great stories Mr. Frodo, the ones that really mattered. Full of darkness and danger they were, and sometimes you didn't want to know the end because how could the end be happy? How could the world go back to the way it was when so much bad had happened? But in the end, it's only a passing thing this shadow, even darkness must pass. A new day will come, and when the sun shines it'll shine out the clearer. Those were the stories that stayed with you, that meant something even if you were too small to understand why. But I think Mr. Frodo, I do understand, I know now folk in those stories had lots of chances of turning back, only they didn't. They kept going because they were holding on to something.”
Frodo: “What are we holding onto, Sam?”
Sam: “That there's some good in the world, Mr. Frodo, and it's worth fighting for.”
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