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I often feel sad when I think about your leaving me while in the middle of writing this book, but then I remember that you left so that you could join me. This book is for you, my grandmommy Dr. Ellestine J. Grant.







INTRODUCTION




THE BEGINNING

When people ask me, “When did you start your spiritual journey?” I feel the multiple paths I’ve walked in my life illuminating. Even as a child, I knew that Spirit existed. Concepts like God, saints, spirituality, ceremony, ritual, and even ancestors were always present in my forms of worship, whether I was in the church or in the Baháʼí temple. I remember praying to God that my grandmother’s car would start up again when it broke down outside the house—and it did. I remember being eight years old and intuitively laying my hands on my best friend’s stomach when she had a bellyache, and her exclaiming, “Wow, that worked!” Whether it was my African naming ceremony as a baby, facilitated by my Aunt Myrtle, or my chats to my pop-pop after he passed, I knew something bigger was there for me. As far as I can tell, my spiritual journey existed before I even had the language to describe it as such. My journey has always lived alongside me.

Allendale and Edmondson Avenue is where I received my introduction to what it means to be a devout worshiper, an intentional prayer, and a ritualized Black human. My experience as a good Black Catholic girl started in a large gray brick building under a gold dome that would sparkle in the sun as if the Holy Spirit herself had pursed her lips to kiss it. St. Bernadine’s Roman Catholic Church, the all-Black congregation perpetually led by a white head priest, was located in the Southwest Baltimore, Maryland, community of Edmondson Village. The big gray brick seemed to tower over the brown row homes and my little brown body as my father and I entered the side door, nearest the corner store, every Sunday morning around 11ish. St. Bernadine’s, my Black Catholic haven, gave everyone the Roman Catholic aesthetic that we came for: beautiful stained-glass windows and lingering scents of frankincense and myrrh welcomed devoted adults and bored children alike. Eventually the white Jesus paintings that graced the walls were repainted to a dark-skinned man with locs, to better mirror the parishioners who filled the church in this all-Black neighborhood. Now, St. Bernadine’s was not the church where I nonconsensually accepted the teachings of the Catholic Church to wash me of the sins that I was apparently born with as an infant—better known as baptized—but it is the church that I attended for over ten years of Christmas concerts and early Mass until I decided that I wanted to be Baptist, and later Buddhist, then Baháʼí, and then a witch. It is where I learned that reciting the same prayers was basically chanting, and that body posture matters when addressing the Spirit (stand, sit, kneel, repeat). St. Bernadine’s Roman Catholic Church was where my “Black church” experience began.

Believe it or not, Baltimore has quite the active Black Catholic community. If you’re unfamiliar with my culturally unique hometown, Baltimore has the fifth largest population of African Americans in the United States. As seen in our crab cracking and our dirt bikes that are hardly ridden in dirt, Black culture is fully infused into what defines Baltimore—even the Roman Catholics. Of course, Baltimore is no New Orleans, Louisiana. We don’t have as many Catholic schools, churches, or overall Catholic cultural imprint as does New Orleans. But we Baltimoreans have quite the expansive history of “firsts” regarding Catholic roots in the United States. In 1789, Pope Pius VI appointed Father John Carroll of Upper Marlboro, Maryland, the first Catholic bishop in the United States and selected Baltimore as the seat of the first diocese, which is basically a church district that is overseen by a bishop. This is like Baltimore being the first “state” in the Catholic world, followed by New Orleans in 1793. Baltimore is also home to the Oblate Sisters of Providence, who are the most successful Roman Catholic sisterhood in the world established by women of African descent. In 1829 these primarily Haitian Caribbean nuns founded a school for Black Catholic girls, which became the foundation of St. Frances Academy, the oldest continuously operating school for Black Catholic children in the United States. St. Frances Academy remains an active Catholic school in Baltimore today. Baltimore could never be left out of the conversation of Catholicism, and this conversation was my reality until I turned eighteen.

I attended Catholic school from kindergarten to twelfth grade. I was very well versed in what it meant to confess my sins to a priest, use prayer beads to set my intentions, and celebrate a bunch of “elevated” dead people, or saints, by leaving them offerings and prayers on “feast days.” Sex outside marriage was sinful, being gay wasn’t discussed, masturbating was selfish, and the behavior of some local priests was questionable at best. I went to Mass during school, received grades in religion classes, and prayed all the time. Faith was a big portion of my childhood identity. Even as a child I lived and breathed every ritual as if my life depended on it, because my soul did. I never considered that there could be more to my existence outside Catholicism until about eighth grade, when it was time for Confirmation. If you’re unfamiliar with Catholic rites, at around fourteen years old, most good Catholic children move forward with the ceremony of Confirmation, which “confirms” your belief in the Catholic teachings and means that you fully accept Jesus as your savior. Catholic children are typically baptized as infants, so confirmation is our somewhat consensual choice into this faith. You go to classes to prepare for Confirmation, may have some additional praying, and even get to choose a new Catholic name for yourself after one of the saints! I believe mine was going to be Beatrice, or maybe it was Maria. But as my friends prepared for their Confirmation, picked out their Confirmation names, and their parents bought new white dresses or black suits for the ceremony, I decided that I didn’t want to go through with this particular rite. Even as a preteen, something inside me decided that I didn’t want to confirm my belief in the Catholic teachings. I did still identify as a Catholic, but I felt that if I was confirming something, then I should be sure, right? I was only fourteen, so I didn’t feel like I could confirm anything besides what I was wearing on our out-of-uniform day at the school dance. Now, as an adult, I understand this as my Ori (higher consciousness) always guiding me to the traditions that felt safest and most comfortable, even if I didn’t realize that yet. This was my first step in rejecting the status quo and the expectations surrounding my spiritual identity. At fourteen years old, I knew that there was more to my spiritual life than what I’d experienced so far.

Now, although I was a Catholic child baptized, churched, and schooled under the tenets of the Roman Catholic Church, I was blessed to have spiritual interactions with family and friends that consisted of a cocktail of Christianity. My paternal grandmother, with whom I spent much of my childhood in Edmondson Village, was born and raised Pentecostal—Holiness, to be exact. She later converted to African Methodist Episcopal (AME). Then there was my mother’s side of the family, which was originally Baptist. My best friend, Alex, was also Baptist, and her church eventually became my church home. She lived right up the street from me in Southwest Baltimore, and as an only child I often favored her and her sister’s company more than just my own. My father and my granddaddy, who gave me my Alabaman and Caribbean ancestry, were devout Catholics. My father directed the choir at St. Bernadine’s and often played the bongos, too, while my mom was a quieter Catholic who eventually left the Church while I was in middle school. My mom remarried my “bonus” dad, whom I have never known as religious but was definitely spiritual in many senses, which I credit to his Louisianian and Chattanoogan roots. My maternal grandmother converted to Lutheran, and I’m not sure I ever saw her husband, my pop-pop, step foot in a church for anything beyond the major events such as baptisms or funerals. One of the paternal family churches is AME, while the other paternal side is Pentecostal from South Carolina, which I used to visit every summer growing up. So, if you can’t tell, I’ve been churched all the way around. I’ve sat in every kind of Christian denomination setting you can imagine. And although I no longer identify with any of these labels, there’s a strange way that Spirit moved in these spaces that prepared me to be the bad bitch witch Hoodoo Orisha juju lady that I am today. It’s funny how Spirit moves.

The thing about Catholicism is that, once you leave, you see how ritualized, ceremonial, and “witchy” it really is (don’t tell them I said that). I didn’t learn about candle magic from a Wiccan lady or a New Age spiritualist on YouTube; I learned it, at least initially, from the Catholic Church. The concept of honoring deities and reaching out to “the dead” to intercede on my behalf was something I learned from Catholicism. To this day, Saint Anthony, the patron saint of lost items, was (and still is) one of the first spirits that I call on to help me find my wallet or missing cowrie earrings. I often wonder how and why he still blesses my non-Christian ass. The ideas of the supreme “Mother”—in other words, concepts of divine femininity and healing through the maternal—that I’ve come to understand within African diasporic spiritual systems were shown to me first through the exaltation of Jesus’s mother, Mary, to whom we prayed on a spiritual necklace of sorts that the Catholics call a rosary.

You see, Catholics taught me about ritual. Holiness folks taught me how to shout and to “see” beyond my physical eyes. Pentecostals taught me how to dress and move before the Spirit. Baptists taught me how to pull out a spirit through a song and a hand clap. The Lutherans taught me reverence and to be still, but Catholics taught me how to hide in plain sight. Catholics taught me how to feed the spirits. Catholics informed me of the beginnings of how to be a witch.

I must note, however, that Catholicism has quite the messy and traumatic past and present. In many ways this religion in particular has been an embarrassment to Christians and non-Christians all over the world. Catholicism’s relationship to plagiarism, rape, human trafficking, colonialism, and the theft of ancient African religion is still an undercurrent of its horrible history and active present. I think this amalgamation of spiritual trauma has informed much of my own spiritual, physical, and emotional trauma. I was a child immersed in the confusing world of what it meant to be a little Black Catholic girl—who also thinks she likes girls—in an extremely historic location for Catholic history. The abuse I witnessed as a child quite literally touched my family, teachers, and classmates, as people that I loved and knew were survivors of Catholic guilt, shame, and sexual trauma at the hands of pedophilic priests. Catholicism, with its layered functions, is a big part of why it’s hard for me to trust my own elders, spiritual community, and sometimes even my own ancestors. It is part of how I know that religious spaces, regardless of denomination, can be breeding grounds for violence. However, this same violence that I witnessed taught me how to be a good spiritual practitioner. It taught me the value of protecting oneself spiritually and physically. And perhaps that protection is not always from some large unexplainable force like a devil, but from those who purport to be the angels in your own spiritual communities. It showed me that what we deem evil can thrive when it is backed by communities, political powers, and intentional prayers. It was my first true understanding of spiritual warfare, and the amount of control religious leaders hold throughout the entire world. Catholicism taught me that not every ritual is good, not every word is sacred, and not every spiritual house will be your home.

I was not only raised Catholic, but I attended Catholic school from kindergarten all the way to twelfth grade. In that process you can only imagine the level of harmful rhetoric I learned at the hands of well-meaning Catholic teachers. Of course there were the cool nuns who knew that you were having sex, drinking, and all the other teenage tales, but specifically in my Catholic middle school I internalized a lot of guilt surrounding pleasure, specifically masturbation. One day in class, this elderly-ass white couple came in and talked to us about the body and why it was sinful to have sex before marriage. This happened around eighth grade, so by that point I knew that sex was something to “wait for,” although I’m not sure I actually planned on that. But during their presentation someone asked, “What about masturbation?” and the response was, “Well that’s just absolutely selfish, and God doesn’t like that, either.” For some reason, this particular comment still resounds in my head at the most inconvenient times. The thought that self-pleasure is also something that is evil and selfish and could land you a first-class ticket to hell replays in my mind to this day. The imprint of that moment lasted for quite some time as I navigated my own sexuality and sought to discover what my body craved for and enjoyed. I’ve done a lot of sexuality and sensuality unlearning with my ancestors, because I never had space for that within my other belief systems. Remember, I was born with the right to experience joy and so were you, and that knowledge changed my relationship to my body and my identity.

Seeing and venerating ancestors has done a number not just on my sensual self, but on my self-confidence. I have a tattoo on my shoulder that I got many years ago while I was Christian to support me in having more confidence. The tattoo is trusty Proverbs 31:30 (LOL), and it reads, “Beauty is Vain.” Although I understand why I felt that I needed that tattoo at that time in my life, I wish I had simply read that Bible verse every morning instead of tattooing it on my clavicle, because these days I do not share those sentiments at all. Beauty is not vain, and I know that because I have beautiful ancestors. And we don’t have to be what we are told is beautiful to embody it. The way that my ancestors love, nurture, and care for me is beautiful. There was a point when I didn’t like my dark skin, big forehead, or big eyes, but now that I root those traits in those of an ancestor of mine, I can see my own beauty. How dare I call myself ugly! My grandma ain’t ugly. And whenever I see images of the faces of my ancestors in my mind, I know that my ancestors ain’t ugly, either. The reverence that I carry for my departed loved ones has to extend to myself, because I am literally a reflection of them. If I wouldn’t say it to a great-grandmother, I don’t need to be saying it to me. Beauty is not vain—and if it is, what’s wrong with vanity?

If you’ve come to this book today, welcome. Maybe you’ve come because you, like me, were indoctrinated under a system that didn’t work for you, but you always knew there was more to the story than what you were being told. Perhaps you’re deep into an African or African Diasporic Tradition but seeking to ground yourself in what brought you to that tradition. Perhaps you’re curious about what Hoodoo is or are still trying to understand who the Orisha are and what place they may have in your life. Maybe you don’t know, but you felt the tug to go deeper and to look no further than into your own spirit to connect with something divine. Regardless of what unique reasoning you have, may this be a balm on your journey.

The beginning chapters of this book cover definitions: who the ancestors are, why they are important, and other historical examples regarding the importance of ancestral veneration and the process of returning to Africana spiritual systems as Black people. This aspect of spirituality is vast, and developing some kind of grounding in it is important before we move on to the next section. In the latter parts of the book, we’ll discuss the mechanics or the “how to” of engaging in these traditions. We’ll cover concepts such as altar building, spirit communication, spiritual gifts, and rituals. I realize that everyone is always excited to jump into the rituals first, but please take time to process the historical and cultural information this book includes, too. It’ll make your juju pop even more! On top of that, I’ll provide questions, exercises, and journal prompts so that you can take note of what you’re experiencing as you absorb this text, to work that third eye and get into habits of better ritual for yourself. I’ll also be sharing personal stories about my spiritual journey, along with the ancestral tea that my spirits have been sharing with me throughout the past few years.

Whatever your reason for picking up this book, you’ve felt something calling you home to yourself and to your people … and all I can say is that if you’ve taken that first step, then you’ve already done the hardest part: listening. I encourage you to keep listening throughout this book, take notes on what comes up for you, and stay open to the transformative powers of our ancestral voices. I’m excited for you!







CHAPTER 1
ANSWERING THE CALL




Every single person is called to their ancestors or ancestral practices in some way. Although not everyone is a psychic, conjure person, or priest, the ancestors move in all our lives and seek to grow closer to us through the ways that work with each individual person. Everyday communion is a conversation with Spirit. When the wind blows, it is Spirit activating us and telling a story about the atmosphere in that moment. The waxing and waning of the moon is a story based on ancestral knowledge that has been passed down from ancient times that allows us to understand what actions are more or less beneficial during each phase. All of it is Spirit.

At this point, I’ve accepted the calling. If you’re here, I’d bet that your ancestors have similar kinds of expectations of you. And you seem to have already listened to the calling in some way, just by opening a book like this! Congratulations: listening looks good on y’all. But I had no choice: by writing this book, I am obliging the directives of my own ancestors. And beyond that, I’ve learned way too much on my journey as a spiritualist not to share what has worked for me. The knowledge I’m sharing here is what encouraged me to be active in spiritual social media groups in the beginning of my juju journey, starting with my show, A Little Juju Podcast, that uplifts African and African-derived spiritual systems for Black people. This written offering is my own form of veneration and an archive of my personal and collective ancestral information. Their advice informs much of my own understanding of the world, its norms, and what we think are norms but are actually just a bunch of bullshit. As many ancient religions teach us, proper ancestral veneration and communication is the anchor to a well-adjusted and high-functioning society. Now I, as an American-born Black person, would argue: we ain’t in that at all. The levels of violence, lack of community, extreme poverty, anti-Blackness, and anti-indigeneity we are currently experiencing as a society anchored in Western culture are indications of severe spiritual deprivation. This is not our fault, as so many of us are still trying to find our way, both as individuals and as a collective. But we have lost so many of the names of the deities who have historically protected us. We have been shunned from belief systems that encourage us to fight back and instead are told to turn the other cheek. We’ve been trained to value individualism instead of the power of the collective. We have been taught that, once our people are dead, they are just dead, and we have completely lost the power to connect or hear from them ever again—a lie. We have been taught that our ancient forms of Black-ass spirituality, veneration, and medicine making were all “bad juju” seeking to destroy our relationship to a one true God who would throw us in hell for having these beliefs. Another lie. This is a deliberate war on our spirits and an intentional severance of the power of our collective ancestors. That severance from our spiritual medicine has done significant damage to the psyche.

I call myself Juju or Juju Bae very intentionally. If you are unfamiliar with the term juju, it is often used to undermine and demonize the practice of African-based religious practices. Colloquially juju is understood as “bad” and “evil” magic conjured by ugly witches who seek to harm and even kill people through the use of spellwork and other demonic supernatural forces. Juju can also be used to describe a form of magic that can control individuals, leaving them powerless and unable to do anything but submit to the control of whatever the “witch” chooses. What’s funny about this definition is that I don’t totally disagree. I think folks throughout the African diaspora either know or know of a story about someone who succumbed to the powers of a witch and suffered greatly for it. There are stories of intense curses that have ruined families, and stories about men being bound to their partners nonconsensually because they were under a spell. All this and more is true. Juju can render harm, because juju is an acknowledgment that each of us has the ability and power to control certain outcomes in our lives. However, the misrepresentation of juju presents itself through the inaccurate representation that juju is all bad. Juju is not bad or good; it just is. The juju itself is actually a neutral force, whose use is at the discretion of the practitioner using it. In the same ways that juju has cursed family lines, that same juju has protected tribes, saved relationships, healed the sick, blessed homes, increased money flow, and welcomed babies into the world. Juju is our ancestral medicine, and only through the interruption of colonialism and Abrahamic tradition did we come to see juju as being inherently malevolent and against God.

I use the term juju to embrace our ancestral understandings of duality (which we will investigate through this book), and to help make sure that the concept of juju is accurately represented in the media. Hollywood depictions of Voodoo and similar traditions have tainted the way Black folks engage with the practices that helped heal their ancestors—through harmful stereotypes and a bunch of bullshit lies. I want to situate juju as something that is not only a vision of evil, but one of hope, freedom, healing, and love, because it is.

The Bae portion of my name is a nod to the Black American colloquial pet name that’s short for baby and can refer to someone you like or love. It’s an aspect of being cute, likable, and even fine, sexy, and fun. I think juju can be all those things, and that practitioners of these traditions can enjoy their lives, seek pleasure and beauty, and live the full experience of what it means to be human. The work is serious, but it also can be wildly fun and full of celebration. The merging of the terms juju and bae is my ode to the ancestral traditions of the old ways while acknowledging the need for newness, youthfulness, and ecstasy—you know, duality.

I believe that ancestors are for everybody, because everybody has ancestors. Honoring, knowing, and accepting this fact that has been solidified through thousands of years of indigenous knowledge can work in tandem with many spiritual faiths. A Christian, a Jewish person, a Baháʼí, a Muslim person, a Hindu, or a Hoodoo can probably all agree that we came from somebody. I believe they would also agree that the choices of those people from whom they have descended deeply impact their life, their locale, what they are interested in, their traumas, and their traditions. I also think that many would agree that the past informs our present and future. Without seeking information about what came before us, how can we know what’s ahead? We cannot escape the past, and acknowledging that past is what ancestral veneration is all about. It is why doctors may ask if a particular physical condition runs in the family. It is why people study history. Acknowledgment of life in the past is why we have funerals and other ceremonies that honor the dead. The fact that this acknowledgment has turned into an association with evil demonic entities can only be explained by very intentional warfare that was enacted upon the minds and bodies of Indigenous people to erase that past.

WOO-WOO WORDS (TERMINOLOGY)

Let’s discuss some terms that relate to African spiritual systems that will come up throughout this book.

Ancestors: Generally these are deceased family or community members whose presence is still honored within that community. These individuals have the ability to intercede in the affairs of the living.

ATR (African Traditional Religion): These are precolonial sub-Saharan religions and cosmological understandings that are rooted in African practice.

ADR (African Diasporic/Derived Religion): This designation covers various kinds of spiritual practices that derive from African traditions yet have expanded across the diaspora through Afro-descended people. Also referred to as African Tradition (AT) or African Diasporic Tradition (ADT).

Animism: Beliefs that inanimate or otherwise natural objects have a spirit and are alive.

Africana: African-derived practices.

As you develop a practice of communing with your ancestors, you’ll learn that they may guide you to specific religions, traditions, or ways of life. There are hundreds of practices that believe in the veneration of ancestors, and those may lead you to other religions like Ifa, Vodun, Palo, Candomblé, Akan, Santeria, Hoodoo, Vodou, and Odinala. Although I am a practitioner of Hoodoo and Ifa, I will not focus too deeply on too many ATRs or ADRs in this book. However, understanding the basis of some of these traditions is important, as they specifically inform my worldview and how I present information. Although all these belief systems are ancestor focused and hold many similarities, they are all very unique. I do not intend to jumble every belief system into one big African religion, as the continent and the diaspora are vast and extremely diverse. The examples provided will instead be used as a reference and guide so that you can commune with your ancestral spirit. If, once you feel connected to your ancestors, you are guided down the path of a new specific religion, you will be rooted in the ancestors, which is of extreme importance in all Africana-based practices. As long as you’ve got them, you’re good.

Although I no longer identify as a Christian, fully divorcing myself from Christianity is not only virtually impossible for me but of no interest to me. There are some Christian prayers and Christian juju that have gotten me where I am today. There are prayers to saints and psalms and proverbs that you can bet I’m going to recite or chant when seeking guidance from my spirits. Some of my ancestors were Christian, so I use the Bible and other Christian objects as tools to better connect with my people. You’ll soon learn, if you don’t already know, that I never throw out the baby with the bathwater—meaning that, if there is helpful information, understanding, or medicine within any situation or religion, I’m absolutely going to take it and make it my own, even if I do not identify with that specific religion personally. If this sounds like you, we can address this in more detail later in the book.







CHAPTER 2
MY PRACTICE: IFA AND THE ORISHA




I’ve already mentioned Ifa a few times in this book. It is one of my religions and has given me grounding and healing and has renewed my ministry within the spiritual arts. Ifa has provided the roadmap that I sought and was the worldview that allowed me to get clear on my destiny and commit to it with my entire being. This tradition outlines how I perceive our journeys through life, which informs some of the contents of this book. This ancient religion, although a generally closed practice to those not fully initiated into it, is helpful to know more about regardless, as it outlines the power of natural forces and the inherent interconnectedness of the universe. Ifa is a widely practiced religion among the diaspora and a good access point to the world of ancestral traditions. There is also an aspect of the religion that musical icon Beyoncé Knowles introduced me to in 2016 via her visual album Lemonade, so of course we have to talk about it.

IFA

Ifa’s roots extend from coastal West Africa, more specifically of the Yoruba people in Nigeria, Togo, and Benin. As one of (if not the) oldest religions still practiced today, Ifa is rooted in ancestral veneration as well as being in harmonious relationships with nature, yourself, your communities, and intermediary deities called the Orisha. One can achieve this harmony through a concept called Iwa Pele, which describes the necessity of having good or gentle character. There’s so much to love about Ifa, but one of the tenets of this practice that I constantly remind myself is the belief that “it is your birthright to be joyful, successful, and loved!” This right here completely changed the game for me. I’ve never heard so explicitly that I am worthy of a good life—just because I was born.

Because, like many indigenous African traditions, Ifa is communicated to its practitioners as part of an oral history, it is hard to know exactly how old the religion is. There is no official “Ifa Bible” that is written down. Simply, Ifa is a divinatory system that contains the mysteries of life as expressed through the sixteen odu, or principles that govern our existences. These mysteries are uncovered by a skilled practitioner called a babalawo or iyanifa, who consults with Ọrunmila (the Orisha of divination) to uncover our individual life paths. And although plenty of practitioners have scribed many of the odu, its full system of beliefs is not written down in the same way as the Christian Bible. And Ifa is wide ranging, with teachings based on ancient mathematics, natural sciences, and an extensive corpus of divine knowledge that informs our lives and the world.

Ifa-Isese is the traditional practice of Ifa as it occurs on the continent. However, because of migration, expansion, and even the transatlantic slave trade, Ifa has moved beyond West Africa and has influenced the world wherever our Yoruba ancestors were moved or displaced. Various iterations of the traditional Isese practice have birthed new religions across the diaspora, from the country of Brazil through Candomblé or the island of Cuba as Lucumí. These traditions are all rooted in the West African practice of Isese but have rightfully created new diasporic understandings of the ancient practice. My current practice is traditional African Isese; however, I was first introduced to the practice through Cuban Lucumí, as well as African-American iterations of Isese. All these various branches inform how I view the divine corpus of Ifa.

In Ifa, there are some basic understandings often centered on being in harmonious relationship with the natural world, the spirit world, our communities, and ourselves. The acknowledgment and veneration of ancestors as well as Orisha (intermediary deities) are central aspects of being in the right relationship with the world. Through Ifa, humans can receive information about these “mysteries” through Ọrunmila, who is the Orisha of knowledge and wisdom. The way that I like to think of it is that Ifa is like the library of the universe and Ọrunmila is the librarian. In order to get information, we must seek out a diviner, or someone who understands where the books are, and Ọrunmila helps us get exactly what we need and checks the books out for us! Through Ifa, Ọrunmila gives us insight into our lives. This information allows us to actualize better realities for ourselves and live the lives we are destined to live! There are sixteen principles that are used in Ifa divination that can inform the priest how to interpret a message for the client. The following are the laws extracted and interpreted from The Fundamentals of the Yorùbá Religion: Òrìṣà Worship by Chief FAMA. These in particular are guiding principles of my spiritual ile, or house.


	Obey Ifa guiding laws to live long in good health

	Do not say what you do not know

	Do not perform anything for which you do not have the basic knowledge

	Do not deceive people

	Do not claim wisdom that you lack

	Be humble and do not relish in ego

	Do not be deceitful and engage in treachery

	
Do not use the sacred feathers of Ifa (Ikoode) for cleaning after using the toilet, so as not to break taboos (or bring harm to oneself)


	Do not defecate on the Holy Palm or Epo, so as not to break taboos

	Do not run into a burning house, as life cannot be replaced

	Have respect for the disabled and less fortunate

	Have respect for the elder ones in order to not stop blessings from arriving

	Do not take the partner of an Ogboni member to disrupt the law of Onile

	Do not take the partner of a friend, for this shall betray the friendship

	Do not discuss secrets behind the back of others, as it is not your place

	Have respect for all women, especially the wives of a babalawo



These laws help humans to make sense of a quite confusing world. It is amazing how our ancestors learned and listened for hundreds of years in order to pass down divine wisdom that we can access today. I owe a lot of my growth, healing, and transformation to the power of Ifa and the Orisha.

ORISHA

An Orisha is an intermediary deity between humans and the divine manifestations of the natural world. Every natural occurrence can be understood through an Orisha deity, as these divine natural occurrences are reflections of Olodumare (God/Creator) manifesting on earth. Although many ATRs require initiation to learn the secrets, rites, and rituals of each Orisha, everyday people may honor these divine forces of nature through the path of practicing Iwa Pele, or gentle character. There are said to be hundreds of Orisha because they represent so many manifestations of life; however, I will highlight a few of the more popular ones here.

Èṣù/Elleguá/Eleguá: The connector between the physical and spirit world, Èṣù is the messenger that takes our sacrifices and prayers to the Creator, Olodumare. He owns the pathway or crossroads of life and can be understood as the manifestation of thresholds between worlds or experiences. He is often referred to as a trickster (sometimes mistakenly reduced to a devil), but he is an honorable spirit who teaches us about free will and choice.

Ogún: The Orisha of iron, metals, technology, and war, Ogún is a fierce deity that reigns over concepts of productivity and work. Ogún is found in the forest (in some traditions by railroad tracks) and with his machete is summoned to clear the way to our blessings. Colors representing Ogún are primarily black and green, and sometimes red.

Obatalá: This Orisha can be seen as the ultimate parent of every person. Obatalá is the owner of our Ori, white cloth, and all humanity, as he created it. Obatalá is the source of all that is pure, wise, peaceful, and compassionate. Although everyone’s parent, Obatalá often aids those who are disabled, and teaches us about the importance of respecting and honoring all kinds of bodies. He has a warrior side, through which he enforces justice in the world. The color white is primarily associated with Obatalá. Depending on the lineage, this Orisha may be referred to as male or female.

Yemọja/Yemayá: She is the mother of all, who rules over some rivers, oceans, and seas. Her name translates to “mother whose children are the fish,” to acknowledge that she nurtures and cares for all humanity. This water deity represents fertility, motherhood, and protection. She is a very wise Orisha whose capacity to love knows no bounds. Because of her mothering spirit, she is known to fiercely protect her children. Her colors are often represented as white and blue.

Ọṣun/Oshun/Ochún: Ọṣun rules over the sweet waters of the world—the brooks, streams, and rivers—embodying love, fertility, money, and beauty. She is the youngest of the female Orishas but retains the title of iyalode, or great queen. She heals through her medicinal waters and brings sweetness to the world with honey. She is a masterful healer and fiercely protects her children. She is wise and, without her, we would not know the appreciation of all that is artful, masterful, and beautiful.

Oyá: Oyá, who also may be referred to as Yansa or “mother of nine,” rules the energy of the winds, lightning, and violent storms. Oyá is traditionally understood as a river deity, a force of change and death. Her number is nine and in traditional Isese is a cunning businesswoman who owns the marketplace. Oyá is also the gatekeeper of the cemetery and presides over the dead, or egungun.

Ṣangó/Jakuta/Changó: Genealogically, Ṣangó was the third alafin, or king, of the Oyo kingdom, before he was deified into an Orisha after his death. He is one of the most popular Orishas, and is known as a very strong warrior and leader. Ṣangó is also a charismatic Orisha who enjoys dancing, drumming, women, and many of life’s pleasures. He rules energies of thunder, lightning, and fire across various sects of Orisha veneration. His color is traditionally red, or red and white across the diaspora.

Ọrunmila: The name Ọrunmila means “heaven knows our salvation.” It is said that when humanity was created, Ọrunmila was there to bear witness and thus knows the mysteries of all humanity. Ọrunmila is the physical representation of the Ifa oracle, and therefore serves as a counselor to humans and the interpreter of Olodumare’s (the ultimate Creator’s) wisdom. He is the deity of knowledge and divination.

ORI

Each one of us has our own personal Orisha, called Ori. This Orisha is guaranteed to support each of us because, in the Yoruba belief system, we chose it! It is said that at the beginning of our lives, we picked out our destinies. Some of us picked too fast, some of us deeply considered and weighed all our options, and maybe some of us played rock paper scissors. Regardless, our Ori—which means “head”—holds that chosen destiny and guides us on the path to reach it. The tricky part is that sometimes we choose very difficult Ori, and even more often we get out of alignment with our Ori and need to find our way back into balance.

As humans, we carry many paths and many possibilities. Our destinies are malleable, so they may shift and change depending on the natural course of our lives. For example, through divination your Ori may communicate through the diviner that you will be rich and famous! In this case, the diviner may say that your destiny is to be seen and valued for your views and thoughts in a public platform. This may lead to you noticing throughout your life that you have the propensity to attract large crowds and command a room with your energy and overall vibe! This makes sense, as you have a destiny of being rich and famous, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that you will reach the point of being known and loved across the world, because life happens. Instead of being a politician or a television personality, your life may lead you to become the leader of a gang. In that case, your propensity for fame and fortune might manifest as being in charge of a gang that is really good at getting money. As a result, you might have more money than you’ve ever dreamed of because of the financial success of the gang, and you might be well respected among its members. In this way, your destiny has been realized, even if your gang eventually gets busted by the Feds and your riches evaporate in the face of prison charges. Your Ori can manifest in myriad ways depending upon your actions. This is why we must check in with our Oris to be sure that the goodness of our path is accessible.

Another example: the iconic performer and musician Prince must have had a destiny of fame within his Ori, which manifested through his songs, packed concerts, and appearances on television and in movies. But there are other people who have the same destiny and end up only as the face of a briefly viral meme. Our destinies are unique to each person and can shift at any point because of the sporadic nature of life.

A note on destiny, however: Who is more important, a fashion designer or a brain surgeon? Who is more needed, a songwriter or a dentist? What role is most necessary, a lifeguard or a fisherman? Those of us who live in colonized lands know that we may automatically place more value on certain roles than others. However, by understanding the role of destiny in Ifa, we can let go of the notion that there are ways to have an experience that are more valuable than others. Some people are natural-born teachers, some are star athletes from young ages, while others are skilled writers, steel welders, and singers. All these people have different roles that align with their personal destinies. We need skilled teachers, people who are physically strong, and people who can manipulate metals. We need those who can naturally see spirits and those who have powerful dreams that help guide us. Ifa has taught me to value it all and never judge the way that someone else may be living that doesn’t align with my Ori, because it is their Ori and not mine. According to Ifa, none of the roles you may play in life matter more or less than the others. They are all a part of our collective holistic destiny.

If your Ori is a little out of whack—maybe things feel fuzzy, good things don’t seem to be coming, decisions feel a little bit more complicated than usual, or you are experiencing overwhelming sadness—then you can talk to your personal deity and “get your head on straight.” There are many ways to feed one’s Ori with sacrifice, prayers, and offerings. However, one of the simplest ways to connect with your Ori to help address some of your personal issues is to greet it and pray to it every single morning. To greet your Ori in the morning, grab the top of your head with both hands, take a deep breath, and say thanks to your Ori for waking you up. You can then say your own prayer to activate your Ori. My prayers every morning often go something like this:

Ibase Ori, Ibase Ori, Ibase Ori! (Praise Ori, Praise Ori, Praise Ori!)

Ori, I honor you. It is you who are with me through every event of life!

My Ori is a great Ori. My Ori connects me to Olodumare, the Orisha, and my ancestors.

My Ori blesses me consistently, and shows me how good my life can get each day.

My great Ori accepts assistance from others when necessary, my great Ori keeps me away from danger.
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