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Ô me disseram que a minha Casa ia cair,

People said my Temple was going down,

Mas ela é de madeira que não dá cupim!

But it’s made of wood that doesn’t get termites!

Foi o Seo 7 que me deu,

It was Mr. Seven Crossroads who gave it to me,

Só ele pode destruir!

So he’s the only one who can destroy it!

Nela Exu é Rei e já ganhou coroa,

In my Temple Eshu is crowned King,

A sua gargalhada não é à toa!

That’s why he laughs and sings!
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Foreword

JOÃO BATISTA LIBANIO, a Brazilian Jesuit and doctor of theology, says that theology is the science that studies faith—not the faith of others but the theologian’s own faith. Therefore, it is almost necessary that the theologian be an experiencer of a religion, and it’s this religion that he or she will think about and research. Contrary to what some may think, this area of knowledge is not dedicated just to Christianity. Each religious tradition has its own theology, and this theology is born from the observation of ritual elements, from experiences with the sacred, and from the analysis of sacred stories, songs, and prayers. Theology analyzes all elements of a particular religion, including its history and philosophy, to discover what purpose God has chosen for us through it. For if religion is the form that men have created to approach God, theology is God’s way of reaching us, to paraphrase Libanio.

The theology of African-origin traditions, such as Batuque and Candomblé, first arose timidly but is now rising fiercely and has, through the commitment of some Brazilian researchers, gained strength. Intense attacks by fundamentalist segments of society on these religions—classifying them as demonic or primitive in a demonstration of ignorance and racism—have galvanized this interest and research. Believers in and practitioners of these religions have been stimulated to search for knowledge, many daring to enter academia and to graduate with degrees in law, history, sociology, pedagogy, psychology, religion sciences, and philosophy, as well as theology, with the intention of analyzing elements of these African-origin traditions.

We are still a long way from building in the Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul, a real school of theology for African-origin religious traditions (or Afro-theology, as I have defined it), in the mold of other religious traditions, but we are already offering training courses in this area whose theoretical references are immersed in and guided by Molefi Kete Asante, an African American professor and philosopher, and his book Afrocentricity.

The College of Umbanda Theology in São Paulo is the first and only college in Brazil dedicated to non-Christian religions; this school of thought focuses on analyzing African Brazilian religions and contributes much to academia and the understanding of African faiths as a whole. Despite these two initiatives in Rio Grande do Sul and São Paulo, there is still a lack of theological reflection on what we call marginal spirits: compadres and comadres, catiços, the Eshus and Pombagiras. In this book, Diego de Oxóssi has worked to fill that gap.

I met Diego through Orkut, an online social networking service that no longer exists. It has been more than ten years since he came to my house to consult Ifá divination and find out what path he should take in his life. Seeing how far he has progressed, I am glad to know that he followed the advice of Òrúnmìlà, the god of wisdom in Yoruba mythology. Diego brings an academic approach to his subject, with careful research and documented sources, which guarantees that his work is highly reliable. In particular, the way he traces the history of religious practices deserves a highlight. His interpretation of the slavery of the Eshu brings elements perhaps never before considered.

In an unpretentious and didactic way, Diego points out several ways for theological reflection on the Eshus. In the chapter on the relations between the
Òrìsà Esu and the spirit-deity Eshu, the author produces a true Kimbanda theology. Also worthy of note are his reflections on the relationship between Eshu and the Judeo-Christian devil.

In this book you will find precision and thoroughness: the author provides excellent historical-theological material on the Kimbanda tradition. He presents a logical line of thought from history to theology, bringing to light elements not discussed until today, which makes this book a unique contribution to the literature on African Brazilian religions.

HENDRIX SILVEIRA BÀBÁ 
HENDRIX DE ÒRÚNMÌLÀ BÀBÁLÓRÌSÀ 
AT ILÈ ÀSE ÒRÌSÀ 
WÚRE

Hendrix Silveira has an M.A. and a Ph.D. in theology from EST College and is a theological adviser to the African-religious People’s Council of the State of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.
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About the African and Portuguese Vocabulary Used in This Book

AFRICAN BRAZILIAN RELIGIONS have been studied and codified by their practitioners for some years now. Fortunately, many of these practitioners have attained academic degrees, until then dominated by a white, Christian elite who did not accept the rise of black people to the chairs of universities. A great effort is being made to qualify the sources of research, and a process of reafricanization of rites and myths has been happening in a unique way that contributes greatly to the preservation and valorization of African culture and its influence on the ethnolinguistic formation of the Brazilian people.

For this reason, words of African origin—mostly Yoruba, EweFon, and Kimbundu—are given in this book in the original or commonly accepted form used in academic studies that have preceded this work. They are marked in either bold or bold italics as a way of highlighting and encouraging the continued study of these languages, while roman italics are used for Portuguese words and terms created by the author. These African languages are tonal, with differing tones or pitches used to convey meaning. The following list compares the original African terms with the Portuguese variants of most of the African words presented in this book, with definitions and translations of the words provided in parentheses. Emphasized or accented letters are underlined.
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There are also Portuguese words featured in this book with no Africanlanguage equivalent used in Brazil.



	 
	Portguese
	English



	 
	aprontado or pronto
	those who passed by the aprontamento rite,
considered to be a religious adult



	 
	aprontamento
	rite of passage



	 
	cachaça
	distilled spirit made from fermented
sugarcane juice



	 
	calundu
	African-derived religious practices in colonial
Brazil, literally meaning “grimace” or “ugly
face”



	 
	compadre
	buddy



	 
	curimba
	sacred song or prayer for invocation



	 
	kimbandeiro
	sorcerer



	 
	lomba
	hill



	 
	nação
	a unified collection of religious nations
re-created by enslaved people in the Americas



	 
	omoté
	consecrated grave where a spirit is
worshipped



	 
	pemba
	conically shaped limestone chalk



	 
	
terreira or terreiro

	African religious temple



	 
	zimba
	Eshu’s magical symbol






INTRODUCTION

When Spirits Come Back to Life

THE MAGICAL PRACTICE AND PERFORMANCE of energy manipulation rituals that seek to honor deities and ask them to interfere and modify the situations around us are present in all spiritual traditions of the world. Even in Western religions such as Catholicism, for example, it is possible to find acts in which the use of natural elements such as plants, water, and food and drink take on magical symbolism and become sacred artifacts in the form of incense, holy water, and the wafer (body) and wine (blood) of Christ.

All these traditions and religions, in addition to deities, honor the spirits of relatives or of people who accomplished outstanding deeds in life with offerings and celebrations in their memory. However, the main difference between African-based religions and other religions is the belief in the capacity of these deities and spirits to temporarily return to life and share their powers and abilities with those who offer them homage. We call this phenomenon spiritual embodiment or possession.

To those who are just starting to study African-based religions and are unfamiliar with these practices, it is important to say that though the expressions spiritual embodiment and possession may seem overwhelming or frightening—especially because they bring to mind images created by horror films of spirits and demonic entities who haunt people—in these African traditions, such as Kimbanda, this act is considered sacred. Above all, its practitioners—called “mediums”—spontaneously and voluntarily accept this spiritual embodiment. It is through these mediums that communion takes place and humans and gods become one.

Whether this embodiment or possession is experienced in secret rites of initiation or in public festivals, it is through this phenomenon that the deities and spirits come back to life and enjoy worldly pleasures again. They receive their offerings in both a symbolic and real way—eating, drinking, singing, dancing, and talking directly with the faithful, bringing to the real world what in other traditions and religions is experienced only in a symbolic manner.

However, it is necessary to understand the difference between the expressions spiritual embodiment and possession, since the dynamics by which they are performed are opposite and complementary. For that, it is necessary, first, to understand the difference between the energies worshipped in these religions: deities and spirits.

Regardless of their ethnic-geographical origin in Africa, as we will see in the next chapters, when enslaved black men and women arrived in the Americas through the diaspora, their spiritual beliefs and practices were adapted and contextualized to the new reality. With this, many rites and customs were lost, and others had to be adapted while maintaining their essence, which, to simplify the understanding, we summarize in two distinct groups.

The first group refers to the worship of primary energies such as fire, water, and earth; the seasons, the phases of the moon, and other natural phenomena; and the powers of life, death, and rebirth. These energies, which are personified and individualized as deities and assume a sacred and divine character, are called orishas, voduns, inkices, or loás. As deities, they are supernatural powers with the ability to intervene in human reality, created spontaneously or by another deity, and are eternal and immortal.

At the same time, practices in Africa are still based on the cult of deceased ancestors and relatives, believing in the perpetuity of the soul after the physical death of matter and honoring these souls in individual and collective memory. These entities—who may or may not maintain their antemortem individualizations in their postmortem performance and who are characterized, precisely, by the finitude of their existence among mortals—we call spirits, spiritual entities, or spirit guides. Once we understand the difference between deities and spirits, we start to understand the difference between the phenomenon of possession and spiritual embodiment.

Possession  is reserved for deities—when a deity completely takes over the body and the consciousness of the practitioner who worships it. The individual completely loses his or her earthly individuality and transforms, even if momentarily, into the god or goddess who is manifesting on the physical plane. In this sense, during the initiation rituals of African-based religions, it is said that the deity to which a novice is then dedicated is rooted in his body in a real way, through the rubbing of powders, seeds, and magic elements over the skin or into the bloodstream through scarification. Once the deity is planted and the initiate becomes accustomed to it, he also becomes a part of it, living in a symbiotic relationship. For this reason, the phenomenon of possession is, in some groups, also called 
ex-corporation, which occurs from the inside out.

The second phenomenon, called spiritual embodiment, is reserved for spiritual entities and occurs from the outside in. In this case, the energy that takes on the consciousness—whether completely or partially—of the initiate who invokes it is external, and the coupling of the two, initiate and spiritual entity, forms a third and greater force, as in a mathematical calculation in which the sum of one plus one becomes greater than two. A prayer-song in Kimbanda explains this situation by saying that “everything that is mine [practitioner] is hers [spiritual entity] . . . not everything that is hers, is mine.” For this reason, during the phenomenon of spiritual embodiment, the spirit in question can, to a greater or lesser extent, present specific characteristics from when it was alive and still enjoy aspects of the embodied initiate. An example is the knowledge of foreign languages: the embodying spirit can communicate in English, for example, even if in life the spirit only spoke Portuguese—as long as the initiate knows both languages.

The spirits are arranged hierarchically in Traditional Kimbanda, and the main function of the different rituals that compose these hierarchies is to allow the bond and coupling between spirit and initiate to become ever more complete and harmonious so that the spirit can present itself more fully and the consciousness of the initiate is less present during spiritual embodiment. (The spirit hierarchies of Kimbanda are more fully explained in the chapter “Spirit-Deities.”) For this reason, it is important to say that no initiate begins his journey with unconscious spiritual embodiment or is authorized to perform rituals in which the real and complete presence of the spirit is necessary. It is for this reason that many temples carry out so-called tests on spiritual entities (such as stepping on fire, eating glass, or swallowing small pieces of cotton in flames): specific rituals that aim to verify how intense and complete the spiritual embodiment is so that, from there, the initiate may or may not be authorized to receive new hierarchical degrees in the cult.

This relationship is built over time, through what we call mediumistic development, and is necessarily linked to initiation and rites of passage. Sidnei Barreto Nogueira, who has a Ph.D. in linguistics, describes the initiation rites of Candomblé, one of the variations of African practices found in present-day Brazil. These rites are also valid for all other variations of African Brazilian religious practices.

It is a set of sacred rites of African origin that intend to put man in line with his choice in Orun [Heaven]—a parallel universe to Aye [Earth]. According to the Nago world view, before we were born, we chose our Orí-destiny; paths are drawn, some unchanging, others not; we choose and are chosen by our ancestry the deities that we should worship for a life in harmony—with longevity, children and prosperity. In this way, initiation into a deity—Orisha, Vodun or Nkisi, aims to: (1) put us in conjunction with our choices made in Orun; (2) strengthen our identity—Orí; (3) revere our ancestral—we are the result of our yesterday, of our ancestry; (4) praise and thank for our existence; (5) strengthen the ties between Aye and Orun; (6) place ourselves in conjunction with ancestral Africa; (7) strengthen the notion of humanity and family; (8) get rid of possible “negative energies”; (9) configure a rebirth, as a person and as a selfdivinity; (10) and, above all, configure a life with health, harmony, strength, serenity and understanding; (11) value “being” over “having”; and “having”—power of exchange—must be the result of the initiate’s ability to “be”; (12) strengthen the individual’s self-esteem, leading him to freedom through the bond he must establish with his self-nature-divinity. (Nogueira, Facebook comment)

Above all, it is necessary to understand that the relationship of intimacy between a human and a deity or spirit is a constant and gradual construction that aims to reconnect us to the sacred and, more importantly, to make us sacred. At the same time, as a founding basis of Afroreligious beliefs, during periods of possession or spiritual embodiment, the initiate in which these energies manifest themselves ceases to be human and becomes the spirit or divinity itself, which is then recognized and revered as such.
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A Little Bit of the History of Kimbanda

TO TALK ABOUT AFRICAN-ORIGIN RELIGIONS it is necessary to talk about the history of Brazil and even of Western civilization. This history is one of colonialism, imperialist policies, slavery practices, and, first and foremost, racism and discrimination. Knowing this history is important for really understanding how African cults underwent regional transformations and aesthetic adaptations in Brazil and Central America; after all, to believe that the way they are practiced in these countries is a literal repetition of what is done in Africa would be, at the very least, naive. It is also necessary to know the history of the social and cultural formation of what became Brazil, especially in the first centuries after the arrival of the Portuguese in 1500, who initiated the practice of slavery at that time. So, before we talk about religion, let’s talk a bit about the past. . . .


ORIGINS OF AFRICAN RELIGIONS IN BRAZIL

The history of the white domination and colonialism of Brazil is intertwined with the history of the African diaspora and the slave system that was practiced all over the world. While Europe since ancient times has been the cultural center of the West, Africa has been the commercial center: “from there gold and ivory, intellectuality and labor were exported to the whole world that was interconnected by trade routes” (Silveira 2014, 51). Even when the trade market shifted to Asia in the Middle Ages, the African continent remained an important commerce source.

By the middle of the thirteenth century, Italy had expanded its commerical activities and dominated trade in the Mediterranean and beyond. Inspired by Italy’s activities and success, and with the aim of dominating trade or at least eliminating intermediaries, the Portuguese became pioneers in navigation and exploration, establishing a multicontinental trading system and becoming the world’s main economic power. According to Silveira (2014), between 1415 and 1510 several commercial warehouses were established on African soil, using slave labor; beginning in 1452, the Roman Catholic Church authorized this practice.

Eurocentric historiography seeks to equate the slavery practiced by tribal blacks with that of imperialist whites in an attempt to legitimize European slaveholding and to share the responsibility and consequences of slavery. But even though slavery already existed in Africa when whites began enslaving blacks, how it was conceived and practiced in Africa was different from what was practiced in Europe and later in the Americas.
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