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“As an American Indian, all my life I have been cursed with the myth of the ‘Indian rain dance,’” Johnny
P. Flynn wrote in Religion Dispatches in 2012 when the United States Agricultural Secretary, Tom
Vilsack, suggested a rain dance to end a drought. “I am here to say there is no such thing. Not in my
Potawatomi tribe or in any other tribe across the Americas.” Weather-related rituals, Flynn wearily
pointed out—including the Hopi’s famous late summer dances—recognize the season rather than bring
on the rain.
That hasn’t stopped some from trying.
On a hot September day, while wildfires raged two hundred miles to the north, a motley crew of rain
dancers gathered on the lawn outside of the San Juan Bautista Mission in Central California. A few of
the dozen participants claimed Native American ancestry, but most did not. They wore everything from
long floral dresses to athletic shorts. Each carried a bottle of water.
Sonne Reyna, who said he grew up participating in ceremonies as part of the Lipan Apache and Yaqui
tribes, instructed the group to line up facing west. They took a bit of tobacco—the messenger to the
Creator, Reyna said—and tossed it into the wind. Standing at the center of the line, Reyna beat his
drum and led the group in song. With laughter, each tossed water from their bottles as an offering, and
then turned to the south, repeating the process in each cardinal direction. The group started holding
rain dances in 2014 and promised to keep on going until California’s drought ended.
In California’s fourth year of drought, people of all types of faith are returning to their roots, adapting
them, and sometimes inventing new ways to seek relief in the form of rain. “There’s something very
natural about praying for good weather,” said Father Mark Morozowich, dean of the School of Theology
and Religious Studies at Catholic University of America. “It’s part of our world; we’re immersed in it. It
affects us, and it impinges upon us.”
Rain dances, though, are controversial. While some native peoples, particularly in what is now Arizona
and New Mexico, do have traditions around the seasons, it’s not unusual to find “New Age
appropriation” of native traditions, said John Barry Ryan, emeritus professor of religious studies at
Manhattan College in New York. Based on a Los Angeles Times article on the San Juan Bautista “rain
dance,” Ryan thought this is what happened in California. “What became interesting to the outsiders is
this whole notion of dance that’s going to make rain,” Ryan said. “I don’t think it respects Native
American traditions . . . . Some Native people say, ‘They took our land. Now they want to take our
rituals.’”
Native or not, weather-related rituals can raise questions about God, the world, and our place in it.
Indeed, a tension exists across traditions in the way people understand what it means to pray for—and
sometimes receive—rain. Some see it as a magical solution or an exercise in trusting God, while a
modern understanding of climate colors others’ approach to such traditions.
The Jewish people also have an ancient connection to the land, although their homeland is far from
California. Reform Rabbi Ron Stern of Stephen Wise Temple in Los Angeles agrees with Reyna that

Jewish traditions come out of indigenous cultures. “As modern scholarship understands it, [Jewish
holidays] are originally days that pagans recognized as holidays associated with the rain fall, and
Judaism layered meaning on top of it,” Stern said.
Not long after the Jewish New Year and Yom Kippur comes Sukkot, a seven-day holiday commemorating
the forty years during which the Jewish people wandered in the desert. It also marks the time of harvest
in Israel. The holiday of Shemini Atzeret concludes Sukkot and includes a lengthy, poetic prayer asking
God to remember the ancestors and “not keep back water.” It concludes with a phrase that is added to
the Amidah, the central prayer of Jewish liturgy, every day until Passover in the spring: “You are
Adonai, our God, the one who causes the wind to blow and the rain to fall.”
This line is optional in the Reform tradition. “The ancient notions of God as kind of a superhuman,
supernatural being that maneuvers the world are just not tenable in our day and age,” said Stern, who
gave a sermon in February 2014 about why modern Jews don’t pray for the rain.
Still, if this Jewish tradition fits anywhere outside of Israel, it’s California, where a Mediterranean-like
climate mirrors that of Israel, with dry, hot summers and mild, wetter winters.
The Talmud lays out a plan if the rains do not come, starting with fasts by the leaders and progressing
to fasts by the community. The process is optional after the fall of the temple in Jerusalem. A few
Oakland rabbis, including Rabbi Mark Bloom of the Conservative Temple Beth Abraham, decided to give
fasting a try anyway, in January 2014.
Bloom understands his Reform peers’ objections—that they don’t want people thinking it’s magic—but
“Sometimes you just have to let it go and realize . . . not everything is in our control,” he said. “In the
end, it can’t hurt, right?”
After his fast, it poured rain, Bloom said.
His congregation was energized by the experience. “The mystically oriented people like that we’re
actually confronting prayer head on and trying to talk openly about our relationship with God.
Rationalists like it also because it talks about resources, the environment and helps us concentrate on
that,” Bloom said.
The Talmud says that, once it rains, the fast should end. Last winter, a group of youth skipped over the
rabbis and fasted by themselves. December was rainy, but it didn’t continue. In 2015, Bloom said, the
congregation plans to adapt the ancient rules and continue its fasts throughout the rainy season.
The Islamic Society of Orange County also tied fasting and prayer into their overall response to the
drought, promoting a “green” Ramadan this year. “I told the people, ask God for rain, pray for it, but
don’t waste water,” said Muzammil Siddiqi, the center’s religious director.
Siddiqi led 20,000 Muslims in prayers for Eid al-Fitr, the end of Ramadan, at the Anaheim Convention
Center. After the gathered faithful bowed and prostrated themselves before God, Siddiqi stood up,
raised his hands to heaven and prayed out loud for rain. He summed up the lengthy prayer in a few
words: “Allah, give us the rain, give us the water, good rain, beneficial rain, plenty of rain, the rain that
will bring benefit to us, and will not bring any harm to us.”
The tradition comes from the Hadith, or sayings of the Prophet. During the Prophet Muhammad’s

Friday sermon, somebody told him that people and their animals were suffering and dying from the lack
of water. He asked the Prophet to pray for rain. The sky did not have even a speck of clouds, but after
the Prophet prayed, clouds immediately appeared and it started to rain, the story goes.
As it did for rabbis, it poured for the Muslims, following the Eid prayers, setting records for July, when
rain is typically nonexistent in Southern California.
Imam Mohammed Zafarullah of the Ahmadiyya mosque in Chino Hills, east of Los Angeles, saw the
same storm system as a result of his mosque’s interfaith prayer event a few weeks earlier. An extension
of their long-standing interfaith relationships, the mosque invited Catholic, Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh,
Mormon and Christian Scientists to perform and explain their rain prayers with them.
But when it didn’t rain right away after that service, members questioned what it meant. Zafarullah
counseled humility. Muslims prostate themselves in prayer, he explained, because “you are making
yourself so humble to God: ‘We are nothing and, O God, you are everything.’”
Siddiqi agrees. “Our understanding is that God is in control of the whole world. We should always turn
to God,” he said. “Whatever happens, it happens by his own wisdom, his own power and his own will.
Sometimes we understand, sometimes we don’t understand.”
But if God brings rain, did God also bring the drought?
Brian Malison, a pastor at Christ Lutheran Church in Visalia, California, simply isn’t sure. “I don’t know
anyone who can really truly answer that question,” he said.
His church is in the Central Valley, an agricultural area dependent on snow pack from the Sierras and
groundwater from wells. In two weeks this summer, fourteen wells ran dry in Tulare County. One of his
member spent $40,000 to drill a 300-foot well. Some have talked about moving to the city water grid for
relief.
People may not voice their uncertainty in religious language, but the subtext is “Where’s God in the
midst of all of this?” Malison said.
For Stern, that’s not a concern; the weather is the weather. Bloom, on the other hand, emphasizes our
insignificant place in a huge universe. Like Zafarullah, he counsels humility.
Still another approach, grounded in biblical texts, is to explain the lack of water as a consequence of
sin. “If you faithfully obey the commands I am giving you today—to love the Lord your God and to serve
him with all your heart and with all your soul—then I will send rain on your land in its season,” reads
Deuteronomy 11:13–14.
The Fountain of Love Christian Center in Pomona, California turned to this text in their prayers for the
rain. “We remind him of his word,” Pastor Jarron O’Neal explained. “We go to scriptures and say,
‘Father you promised that if we repented of our sins, turned from our wicked ways, humbled ourselves
and prayed, you would heal our land.’”
The passage from Deuteronomy is also in the Jewish liturgy, but it has been removed from the readings
in the Reform tradition, Stern noted. Nevertheless, despite his skepticism about praying for rain, there
is a sense in which he agrees with the biblical account.

“Human behavior has resulted in a failure of the rains now,” Stern said. “The Bible didn’t know it in
terms of global climate change; but . . . now we realize we actually can affect the climate through our
behavior.”
The Catholic Church has long been vocal on the consequences of climate change. Pope Francis elevated
the issue as a priority with his encyclical Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home, which agrees
with the scientific consensus that human activity affects the climate.
In 2014, Bishop Jaime Soto of Sacramento, on behalf of the California Catholic Conference, released a
set of sample prayers for rain to end the drought. Although all the prayers acknowledge human need,
some also include notes of wonder and confidence:
We realize now, looking up into the clear, blue sky, what a marvel even the least drop of
rain really is. . . . Look to our dry hills and fields, dear God, and bless them with the living
blessing of soft rain.
In presenting the prayers, the California bishops drew from The Compendium of the Social Doctrine of
the Church, a document of the Pontifical Council on Justice and Peace, to explain their perspective.
Water is a gift from God, the document affirms, and a resource we are morally obligated to protect and
share with all people, especially those who are poor. The Catholic approach balances “our dependence
on the Creator” with our call “to be good stewards,” Soto said when he released the prayers.
Prayer reinforces stewardship, said Sister Anna Keim. At Ramona Convent Secondary School in
Alhambra, California, just outside Los Angeles, Keim teaches water conservation to her freshman
students. On World Water Day on March 19, the students gather to pray about water.
“Our language that we use is that our sister water should not be bought or sold . . . . It’s a gift from God
for everyone,” Keim said. Cultivating gratitude for God’s gift helps motivate action, she added. “As far
as uniting Christian communities and also people of others faiths, it’s great to have that spiritual
component.”
But prayers around weather also can be egocentric, as Malison noted. We ask for a sunny day for a
wedding or church picnic, for example. “It’s sometimes a little capricious of us to think that God is
sending us rain or sunshine in such a way as to be responsive to [our] prayers,” he said. “Plus,” he
added, “I don’t know what we’d do if God all of a sudden said, ‘OK, fine. I’m going to send you four feet
of water continually for the next thirty days.’”
This fear—of a strong El Niño winter bringing too much rain to California—contributes to his
congregation’s uncertainty. Although another year of drought would devastate the Central Valley,
flooding also could hurt farmlands, washing away nutrient-rich topsoil. The last strong El Niño, in 1997,
caused 17 deaths and more than half a billion dollars in damage in California.
A day after the first rain dance of the fall 2015 season in San Juan Bautista, it poured—but not over the
dry fields of Central California or the burning valleys of Northern California. The remnants of a tropical
storm dumped 2.39 inches of water on downtown Los Angeles in a month when the city typically
receives 0.24 inches of rain.

Scientists predict that climate change will bring more extreme weather. In California that means less
snowpack, longer droughts and heavier storms. “Sometimes the answer . . . is not that we ask God for
more of something, but that we’d ask God in wisdom to use what we have in order to be sustainable,”
Malison said.
The Hadith presents another solution to the prospect of a destructive El Niño. A week after Muhammad
asked God for rain, a follower came to him and asked him to ask God to make it stop. “Make it around
us, not on us,” the Prophet prayed. Just as quickly as the clouds came, they dispersed.
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