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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


HONEY IN THE RIVER


Marsha Scarbrough fell in love with a polygamous West African shaman and tells the tale in her smart, sexy memoir Honey in the River. Explicit, funny and above all erotic, Scarbrough questions monogamy, experiments with polygamy and embraces a little-known indigenous religion. In so doing she plunges the reader into a world of trance, rhythm and ancient African mythology. A remarkable tour de force of sexual and emotional healing.


Margaret Leslie Davis, bestselling author of Dark Side of Fortune, Mona Lisa in Camelot


Marsha Scarbrough’s painfully honest writing at once reveals stark truths and privation and revels in glorious erotic excess as she relives the blazing arc of her relationship across race, cultural norms and conventions. This true story merges reality with myth, the body with the soul, and the sexual with the spiritual to powerful effect.


Neil Besner, author, literary critic, editor, Provost and Vice-President, Academic and International, The University of Winnipeg


When a woman tells the truth about her life, the veils between the worlds open so that true love can be revealed. Marsha Scarbrough kept my heart open to receive her story, page after page. This book is about the gift of self love.


Joanna Harcourt-Smith, author of Tripping the Bardo with Timothy Leary


Scarbrough shows us her scars. She bravely unwraps herself, offering us her history and her soul. We see the author for what she truly is: a beautiful human being, making light, seeking healing. Honey in the River helps us understand the complexities of social conditioning, and what can happen when we allow ourselves to experience and embrace both the human drama and universal mystery. Questions ensue.


Dr. Anya, Reiki Master, Relationship Coach, author of Opening Love


Marsha’s book is a deeply heartfelt journey into love, shamanism and human mysteries. She warmly takes us as her passengers, to spiritual and moral destinations that we could not experience without her courage to explore and share.


Pen Densham, Writer/Producer/Director The Twilight Zone TV series, Outer Limits TV series, Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves
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The people you love,


you know like


the touch of their fingertips.


The people who love you,


you will never know.


Yoruba song as translated by Oba










Prologue


Oshun is in love with Shango, but he’s married to Oya. Oshun thinks Shango will leave his wife and choose her if she can cook the foods he loves. She asks Oya to share her recipe for Shango’s favorite soup. Oya suspects that Oshun is sleeping with her husband, and Oya wants revenge. She tells Oshun, “If you want your man to love you as much as Shango loves me, you have to put some of your body in the soup, like your ear. The sweetness will keep him from knowing what he’s eating.” Oshun is a bad cook anyway. She cuts off her whole ear and throws it in the soup. When she serves the soup to Shango, he sees something floating on top of the soup and asks, “Oshun, what’s this?” Oshun says, “Oya told me to put it in because you would like it. It’s my ear.” Shango doesn’t like the ear soup. He blames his wife for tricking his lover into disfiguring herself, so he divorces Oya and marries Oshun. That’s why Oshun and Oya hate each other, and Oshun always wears a headwrap to cover her missing ear. The Yoruba people of West Africa tell this story. In their spiritual tradition, known as Ifa, Oshun, Oya and Shango are divinities called orishas, who serve as intermediaries between humans and the ultimate creator. Orishas also represent the archetypal energies which compose human complexity. The mythology of Ifa dramatizes the primal conflicts of our lives. Oshun represents love and eroticism. Shango represents anger, aggressive sexuality and justice. Oya is truth.


I am one of many women who have made this soup. It’s a sticky soup with a bitter aftertaste, and we often add more enticing body parts than just our ears. Cleaning up the mess can take most of a lifetime.


Honey in the River tells the story of my experiences with one Yoruba priest (called a babalawo). I don’t know if he is representative of other Yoruba spiritual leaders. I’m simply an observer of Ifa practices and a participant in many ceremonies, not an initiate nor an anthropologist. My reporting is subjective. From my point of view, this story is completely true, although I can’t vouch for the reliability of my informants. I’ve changed names and details to protect privacy, but all these events happened. The other characters might recount the same events differently. In some of those stories, I would be cast as the villain. Those versions might also be true.


My encounter with this unfamiliar religion caused me to question my basic assumptions about monogamy, love, life and death. My story is both archetypal drama and epic soap opera. Blood is spilled. Friends are betrayed. Lovers are deceived. Some readers may be shocked at my behavior, dislike me or question my sanity. Others may think I was naïve, immoral, judgmental or just plain stupid. Please read on. I’ll take you for a wild ride through sexual passion, secrecy, jealousy, anger and tragedy. I’ll put aside my fears about what you may think of me to tell my uncensored truth. I’ll take off my headwrap and show you the messy scars around my metaphorical missing ear.










Chapter 1



Possessed


2008


His blue-black skin contrasted sharply with the white sheets of his hospital bed. He was unconscious. A respirator controlled his breathing. Bandages swathed one arm. His upper lip was split and bloody. Wires connected him to beeping, blinking monitors. He was surrounded by his four wives, all middle-aged white American women, in shock, united by crisis, still wary of each other.


I was one of those wives.


June 1996


Cold water rushed around my ankles and over my pale, bare feet. Dressed in a pure white skirt and blouse, with a white scarf wrapping my blond curls, I stood in a clear canyon stream. Yellow rose petals filled my cupped hands. I prayed to Oshun by scattering these petals on the fresh water and watching them float away towards the sea. Oshun rules love, beauty and eroticism. She is the river. She is the flowing fresh water that caressed my feet. Other women and men, also dressed in white, waded beside me.


Golden objects glittered in the sun on the nearby shore. Oshun loves gold. Her favorite color is yellow, so we honored her with an altar of yellow cloth laden with yellow fruit, yellow candies, golden necklaces, a gilded bowl of yellow rose petals and a mirror, so she could admire her beautiful self. Her signature peacock feathers spilled from a brass vase and bobbed in the breeze. Honey is her favorite offering. We took turns drizzling it into the river.


As we washed our hands, faces and feet, a rich, deep voice sang her name, “Eh-way dah Oshun.”1 Our babalawo, the leader of this ceremony, chanted praises to this orisha in a syncopated, flowing rhythm that mimicked the swirling currents of the river. He sang in Yoruba, his tonal native language. The words meant, “Look at beauty, look at Oshun.” My hips swayed to the lyrical song.


Soon drums joined his chant. The rhythm became ever more sensuous and visceral. Our bodies danced. Hips, shoulders and arms swung in unending circles. I leaned forward, placed my hands on the outside of my thighs and moved them up over my hips, waist and breasts as I straightened up, as though smoothing sweet amber honey on my body. I feigned looking in a hand mirror to admire my hair and lips. I pushed my pelvis forward provocatively, then swung my hips back to display my gently bouncing booty. The song repeated. The dancers improvised and undulated responding to the vibration of drum and voice. We entered a non-verbal dialogue with the drummers, speaking directly soul-to-soul.


As sound and movement continued, dancers and drummers fell into deep trance. I lost all sense of time and place. My body danced with no effort or thought. Energy of pure eroticism moved from the water into my feet, up my legs, into my pelvis, through my abdomen, to my heart, out my arms, up my neck and into my empty brain. I became Oshun. She possessed me. I no longer existed, but Oshun was alive. My rational, cautious, sensible self disappeared. Through the dance, I became reckless lust personified. When the music finally stopped, my body sank to the earth beside other dancers. Gradually, Oshun left me. I found my way back into my skin and rested in afterglow. I’d experienced ancient African magic, but I was not in Africa. I was in Topanga Canyon, just north of the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles.


Were we practicing voodoo? No, “voodoo” is a pejorative misnomer for a sophisticated system of spirituality born and practiced in West Africa for thousands of years before Christian missionaries arrived. We were practicing Ifa, the indigenous religion of the Yoruba people of what is now Nigeria. It is not black magic. In fact, it is not magic at all. Ifa practitioners are clear that what they do is a focused spiritual practice that creates healing for individuals and communities through the positive vibrations of drumming, dancing and chanting affirmations. In my experience, this practice is entirely joyful and life-affirming. Can Ifa be misused? Perhaps, but Ifa’s shadowy reputation (as well as that of its sister religions Vodou in Haiti, Santeria in Cuba, Umbanda and Candomble in Brazil) probably resulted from fear felt by slave owners in the Americas when they observed the power of ceremonies without explanation of the intention behind the process. You’d be scared too if physically strong African slaves (who had good reasons to hate white people) were dancing around a fire in your backyard, in deep trance, chanting in a language you didn’t understand. Such ceremonies were outlawed. Drums were destroyed. Native languages were forbidden. The religion was labeled as evil black magic by people who made no attempt to understand it.


Likewise, the first missionaries who ventured into Africa must have projected their fear onto the practices. They saw evil devil worship in a philosophy that did not even include the idea of evil or the concept of a devil. Perhaps giving “voodoo” a bad rap was an intentional tactic designed to help oppress powerful cultures. As with Native Americans, separating indigenous African people from their traditional spirituality was an effective technique for controlling them.


Why did Ifa interest me, a college-educated 49-year-old white woman with a career in film production? I am a seeker. Since the death of my parents and the end of my 18-year marriage, I’d spent 10 years exploring unconventional spiritual paths. I studied Buddhism. I trained in martial arts. I delved into dance therapy. I studied healing with a Native American medicine man whose primary techniques involved drumming, dancing and chanting. When I discovered Ifa, I recognized the basic metaphysics of sacred vibration and reverence for the earth coupled with a rich mythology. My curiosity was triggered. A philosophy deeply rooted in the pre-Christian past hinted at universal truths that preceded the divisions of organized religions. I was always seeking the next level of spiritual experience, and Ifa promised to take me there.


My knowledge of this exotic worldview came from one teacher, Oba Odumade, a babalawo from Nigeria. Oba was a traditional healer and diviner as well as a master drummer and ceremonial leader. As he sang the chant to Oshun, Oba dazzled in the bright California sun. His midnight-black skin glistened with a sheen of sweat earned from his energetic drumming and singing. The breeze playfully buffeted his billowing white robe emblazoned with golden embroidery. Dark locks dangled below a jaunty cap that covered the bald crown of his head. His big presence belied his average height, and he looked two decades younger than his 55 years. He was not particularly handsome with a broad nose, thick lips and a slightly pug visage, but when his brilliant smile blazed across his face, he was the most beautiful man alive. Sparkling ivory teeth contrasted with sweet chocolate skin. He bestowed that smile like a prize on those who pleased him.


In ceremony, Oba pumped positive energy. His voice, rich, deep and velvety in conversation, could fly to falsetto and drop to booming bass in the course of one song. He strutted with his chalice-shaped djembe drum between his legs. He glided like a swan as he beat the barrel-shaped djun djun drum. He bobbed and wiggled his ass as he danced. He could sing, dance and drum all at once. His stage presence riveted us, and he thoroughly enjoyed the spotlight. He exuded love toward all the celebrants, and we fell in love with the song of his spirit over and over again. When he threw his head back in an open-throated laugh, my heart melted. To me, he was a natural man, bubbling with joy and fully alive. His positive masculinity was unencumbered by the macho posturing, disconnected intellect and controlling ego I saw in the men of my own culture. Oba lived in the moment. Whoever or whatever he focused on had his full attention. When he focused on me, I shined in the warm light of his eyes.


1992


I met Oba in May 1992. Los Angeles was on fire. A jury acquitted four white police officers of beating African-American Rodney King. It was ridiculous. Everyone saw the videotape of the defenseless and outnumbered King being viciously struck with nightsticks. It was a brutal example of excessive force. When the verdict was announced, the city went crazy. Not the whole city, fires blazed in the African-American neighborhoods of South Central and Watts. Vandalism, looting and rampant destruction moved north toward downtown. Curfew was instituted. Fear blanketed my hometown. I felt an undeniable mandate for healing.


Los Angeles was MY city. I was born in Queen of Angels hospital beside the Hollywood Freeway. I grew up in working-class Latino neighborhoods. I excelled at academics in public high school and won scholarships to USC, where I lived on a rich white island in black South Central. This wasn’t the first African-American uprising. In August 1965, during summer vacation between my freshman and sophomore years, police brutality triggered the Watts Riots which left 34 dead, over 1,000 people injured and $40 million in property damage. Proximity to the campus motivated the USC administration to send a reassuring letter to parents before classes resumed. When I returned to campus, I was horrified at my classmates’ inherent racism, with one fraternity brazenly flying a Confederate flag.


In my last year of school, I fell in love with a sexy Chicano artist and married him after graduation. My parents did not approve and disowned me for crossing a racial line. I found a new family among the artists and bohemians of Echo Park, Silverlake and Mt. Washington. During and after college, I worked in an advertising office in densely urban downtown and studied martial arts with a Japanese master in Glendale. After a decade, I broke into the entertainment industry and worked as an assistant director on major feature films and prime time television. I found a new home in the studios and backlots of Hollywood, West L.A. and the San Fernando Valley. I worked with celebrities, like Mary Tyler Moore, Leonard Nimoy, Pierce Brosnan, and Clint Eastwood. I was especially impressed with Eastwood’s mastery of craft as a director and admired his cool grace under fire. My parents died. My marriage ended. I began to study Native American spirituality, and I found another home in sweatlodges hidden in quiet backyards throughout the city.


Los Angeles was a magical place for me. From the wilds of the Hollywood Hills to the weirdness of Venice, the city embraced diversity in its cuisines, architecture, philosophies, arts and ethnic communities. Not only did it flaunt Chinatown, it boasted Little Tokyo, Little Armenia, Thaitown and Little Ethiopia. Fairfax was more than a street. It was the heart of Jewish culture. To me, this vibrant mix of mankind was the true beauty of my city of angels. Seeing it go up in flames broke my heart. I, personally, needed to do something about it.


As I drove on a freeway flanked by Beltane fires fueled by centuries of interracial anger, my thoughts wandered from this injustice toward African-Americans to the injustice suffered by Native Americans and how reconnecting with indigenous spirituality was helping to heal their rage around genocide. Native American spiritual practices were outlawed at conquest. Without that anchor, the people were lost and easy to dismiss. Self-esteem was shattered. Now sweatlodges and Sun Dances are bringing Native people back to themselves, to personal power. Healing is in process. It occurred to me that Africans have an indigenous spirituality too. It also has been denigrated and outlawed, labeled “voodoo.” I wondered what wisdom could be found in this original ancient religion and how it could be retrieved. Perhaps racism in America could be healed if African-Americans reconnected with their spiritual roots. On the radio, Rodney King asked, “Can we all get along?” I answered, “Yes!” I vowed that bringing the races together in harmony would be my quest.


Within the week, I got a mailer about a workshop in West African shamanism presented by Oba Odumade, who had just arrived in Los Angeles. It said drums would be provided, but we were to bring fruit for the ceremony. I signed up, curious about what we’d do with the fruit.


On a Saturday morning, I showed up with a bag of bananas and oranges. About 20 pale-skinned people were milling around, no African-Americans in attendance. I didn’t know anyone, but it was clear that I was one of many white folks seeking the deeper truths of indigenous cultures. Drums of different sizes and shapes were everywhere. Some were big cylinders with skin stretched over both ends. Some were chalice-shaped with a skin over the rim. Some were tapering cylinders with skin on the wide end. Chairs were set up in a circle. I figured out I was supposed to select a drum that spoke to me, take it to one of the chairs in the circle and wait.


Finally, Oba Odumade swept into the room on a cloud of colorful, flowing robes. His dark skin glowed with vibrant energy. His electric smile lit up the room. He oozed charisma as he welcomed us in a thick accent blending British with the melody of his native tongue.


The morning was devoted to teaching us basic drumming, and I was completely lost. Various hand positions produced different sounds. Rhythms were constantly shifting. I didn’t have the manual dexterity or the ear to keep up, although some people were already accomplished drummers. Oba flipped through charts that seem to be splattered with single syllables: gun, go, pa. Are those words? Everything I tried to play was wrong. I felt frustrated.


Oba was clearly a drum virtuoso. He pounded out complex rhythms at lightning speed while beaming pure joy. His drum seemed to be part of him. He played easily and naturally, as though he entered a trance and disappeared into his music. He was relaxed and playful teaching a task I found overwhelming and incomprehensible.


In the afternoon, he gathered our fruit and assembled it into an artistic altar, a concretization of abundance. As drums pounded, little bowls of salt, honey and sugar were passed around. Oba sang in his African language. His compelling voice moved me. I couldn’t follow the intricacies of the ceremony, but I danced. At the end, we ate the fruit.


Dazzled and confused by my first glimpse of this exotic new world, little did I know that, as with Eve, those few bites of fruit would completely change my life.


Oba’s wife, Miriam, assisted him. A Jewish woman in her early 40s, she was zaftig with frizzy dyed hair showing gray roots and an earthy, Old Testament presence. She also had a loud voice with a harsh Bronx accent which was a startling contrast to her African attire. At the end of the day, I thanked Miriam and asked her if I could set up an interview with Oba as research for a screenplay I was writing about Peace Corps volunteers in Africa. She snapped, “You’d have to pay him to do that.” Her aggressive New York style took me by surprise and put me off. Since my screenplay was a spec script, paying for an interview was out of the question.


At that moment of my life, I’d been divorced for five years. I was 45 years old and lonely. I felt like I’d failed at love and was unlovable. Yet I saw this exotic, interesting, sexy man with an abrasive, unappealing woman. I wondered, If she can get a man like that, why can’t I?


1993


A year later, my path unexpectedly led me back to Ifa. My friend Mark, a bearded, shaggy-haired Episcopal priest who wore Birkenstocks and bracelets, invited me to help him plan a 24-hour healing vigil for Los Angeles to be held on the first anniversary of the uprising. Twenty-four different spiritual groups from the many cultures of Los Angeles (including Native Americans, Korean Buddhists, Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists of African Descent and Baha’is) would each take an hour to perform ceremony, prayer, meditation, sacred music or dance to heal the racial tensions of the city. I decided to produce and direct a pro bono documentary about the event. Those were the days before video could be shot on cellphones, so I recruited volunteers with video cameras to take shifts shooting the event. If I was lucky enough to have more than one camera at a time, I would make sure each camera was shooting from a different angle. I planned to stay up all night and oversee everything.


Several hours into the vigil, Oba Odumade appeared beaming with joy, draped in an elegant white robe, topped with a sparkling silver-sequined hat. An entourage of drummers and dancers followed him, Miriam was among them, but she faded into the background as he performed. He immediately raised the energy in the room. In his commanding voice, he called in the ancestors and the spirits of the earth to heal the city.


“This is a special ceremony. This ceremony is for all mankind.”


He pointed to the black skin of his arm and continued, “This is just a dress we put on. In the face of Obatala, in the face of Ifa, in the face of Shango, in the face of Yemoja, this is our dress. The solution that faces mankind, only God has it.”


After hours of quiet meditations and gentle prayers, I knew this footage would be dynamite. I was blessed to have three cameras rolling.


He led the crowd in a playful chanting of vowels.


“Uh-hummm, aahhh, ah-ha! Now I see! That’s all! That’s what life is! Leave everything in the hands of the Almighty Creator, whoever you believe in, focus your mind there.”


Then he took the rest of his hour and totally rocked the house with high-energy joy. Drumming! Singing! Dancing! We all jumped to our feet and shook our bodies to the wild beat.


“How are you feeling?” he asked.


“Good!” we responded in unison.


He threw his head back in pure lovely laughter. During one call-and-response song that he translated as “Something good is happening, he directed the call to me. I sang the response, “I can feel it!”—and sparks flew between us in an instant, electric moment of connection.


Since Oba’s hour of ceremony was shot with three cameras, I had three hours of footage to edit into a few minutes of screen time. I needed Oba to review the footage with me and help create a concise narration. I called, hoping I wouldn’t be thwarted by his fierce gatekeeper, but this time Miriam was cooperative.


As we screened the footage, Oba emphasized that Ifa is “a focused spiritual practice. It’s not magic. It’s an ancient technology for healing people and communities.” He explained that this technology heals through a complex combination of vibration, psychological archetypes, herbal remedies and identification with the primal energies of Nature.


“In my tradition, drumming, dancing and chanting are forms of prayer. The rhythms I play and teach are sacred vibrations coded to create healing.”


As Oba translated the lyrics of the chants, I recognized affirmations of positive outcomes: “I am alive and well!” and “Something good is happening!”


I resonated with this concept immediately because it’s precisely what I learned from my Native American teacher. I’d been studying with Archer, a Sioux shaman also known as John Gonzalez, since shortly after my divorce. He’d guided me through many sweatlodges and marathon dances in the past five years. I’d embraced his explanation of indigenous metaphysics. He believed that vibration can heal us because we are composed of constantly moving energy. As quantum physics confirms, matter (including us) is simply electrons vibrating at various rates. Indigenous wisdom recognizes that positive vibrations (certain rhythms, repetitive movement, chants) can realign energy that has fallen out of harmony.


“Ifa addresses the complexity of human psychology with a specific belief system,” Oba continued.


“In this mythology, Oludumare is the energy of creation, perhaps equivalent to the western idea of God. Oludumare is the intelligence above all. It’s not a being. It’s simply energy. Before people and animals come to live on Earth, they have to answer to Oludumare about what they want to do here. So when difficult things happen, we can’t ask why. We must just accept.”


I recalled Archer’s parable that before we come to Earth, we decide exactly what is going to happen to us so that we can learn the lessons we want to learn in this life. When we are born, we forget what we’ve agreed to and spend our lives trying to remember to learn the lessons.


“Oludumare presides over the orishas, who are intermediaries between humans and Oludumare,” Oba elaborated.


“Orishas are actual historic persons who have ascended to divine status after their deaths in the distant past, like Catholic saints, but each orisha also embodies universal energy that is identified with a natural element. For example, Oshun, the orisha who represents the energy of love and eroticism, is a beautiful woman, but she is also the river.”


This was new information for me. I was intrigued, but I recognized that this philosophy was far too complex to explain in a snippet of this documentary. I asked Oba to keep it simple for now.


“Of course,” he smiled, “but you should understand that when we dance, we enter a trance. When we are in that state, one of the orishas may merge its energy with ours and ride us. In a sense, dancers can become possessed.”


Oba was intelligent, quick and charming. I told him I’d like to learn more about Ifa. He explained that learning dance, drumming and the religion all go together and invited me to take his drumming and dance classes. I jumped at the chance. Although my introduction to Ifa was minimal, I sensed that it held deep truths for me. Oba was the real thing. He was a natural man from outside conventional western culture. He could teach the wisdom of Nature, of our senses, of our bodies. I hungered for ancient healing that went beyond my mind to my sensual, kinetic core. Ifa, and Oba, implicitly promised it.


During their first year in Los Angeles, Oba and Miriam established Ifa Center, a space for teaching and a home for their spiritual community. It was housed in a commercial rental. On the street level, raw warehouse space surrounded an open-air courtyard. Living quarters for Oba, Miriam and their seven-year-old son David filled the second floor. The location, an ethnically-diverse section of Los Angeles still just flirting with gentrification, was ideal for building their multi-racial, spiritual community. Although other tribal drumming groups existed in Los Angeles, Ifa Center was unique in that it taught indigenous African culture to a rainbow of people. Its spiritual intention and multi-racial congregation made it different from drum circles in Venice, Topanga Canyon or Leimert Park. During Saturday morning drumming and dance classes, the space felt industrial and utilitarian, but at night, flickering candlelight and mesmerizing rhythm transformed it into a magical dreamscape.


Oba celebrated every full moon and new moon with a community ceremony. For these evening celebrations, he created sacred space by hanging colorful fabric over gray cinderblock walls. He built mysterious altars in dark corners. He lit the night with candles and oil lamps, and smudged with sage and frankincense, leaving the air thick with fragrant smoke. Celebrants arrived dressed in ethnic splendor. Drum-toting men wore loose shirts of African textiles. Women wore sparkling jewelry with flowing fabrics of eclectic origins. Oba made a grand entrance with his smile blazing and laughter twinkling in his eyes. As he moved among the people, robes in brilliant hues of bright blue, rich maroon or acid green fluttered around him. Strings of glass beads hung like garlands around his neck, and an embroidered hat topped his head. He sang out to call in Spirit, “Ajaja!”2 We responded, “A mee lo!” The drumming began. Intensity escalated. Tempo quickened. Each dancer responded to the beat in a unique way. Shoulders shimmied. Arms waved. Heads bobbed. Hips swayed. Trance enveloped everyone.


Soon dancers and drummers engaged in sacred conversations without words. Dancers listened to the messages of drummers. Drummers watched the bodies of dancers. Each responded to and influenced the other. As in making love, individual energies merged into transcendent communion. We throbbed together for hours.


Oba had stamina. He sang and drummed for about three hours without a break. Then he rested for about half an hour, ate some fruit or drank a Guinness, then played for another three hours. We matched his energy. The rhythm kept us going far beyond exhaustion.


The throbbing bodies were a mix of different colors, ages, sizes and styles. Each had a different reason for being there. Asante, an African-American woman from Texas, had reinvented herself as glittering black royalty, bedecked with golden jewelry, flowing shawls and mighty locks. For ceremony, she dressed in gossamer white with her ample black midriff exposed. She proudly flaunted stretch marks as the trophies of childbirth. Asante was often accompanied by Guy, a slender, soft-spoken Frenchman who obviously adored her. Bernadette, a sexy 30ish Latina, favored short skirts and low necklines. She stayed close to Oba and flirted with him openly. I met Mildred, a retired psychotherapist in her 70s, in a dance therapy group. Although she looked like a typical little old lady from the Midwest, she was a wild woman interested in every type of mind-body therapy. She danced along with the best of us. Manuel, a mature, accomplished drummer with bushy gray hair worked as a sound editor on major feature films. Sidney, a tall, thin, blonde feminist, was an accomplished screenwriter and my close friend. Although we both worked in the show-business world, our friendship grew in goddess workshops and Jungian dream circles. Sidney, Asante and I knew each other in another context as well. In the aftermath of the uprising, we’d all joined a women’s sweatlodge group in South Central. We met monthly for spiritual connection. Of eight women in the circle, only Sidney and I were not of African descent.


Many of the participants were attractive young women and men, but older people, like me, Sidney, Asante, Manuel and Mildred were a strong presence. An elderly African-American man, who walked with a cane, was an honored regular. Many of the drummers were young men with long hair or blond dread-locks, who vied for Oba’s time and attention. Some nearly worshiped him with “bromance” in their eyes. As much as we wanted to learn to drum, explore Ifa or experience being possessed by orishas, Oba’s presence was what drew us in.


Despite differences, everyone was sincerely seeking something: love, joy, community, spiritual growth. Combining elements of tribal rituals, hippie love-ins and raves, the ceremonies were intoxicating, uplifting and utterly fun. In practice, Ifa is a sexy, physical religion. Late in the ceremony, when the drumming got hot, dancers crowded the floor and candles created a mysterious half-light, Oba played Yankay, a hypnotic rhythm and chant that translates as “cast it out.” As the rhythm took the dancers, they spontaneously fell backwards into the crowd, trusting that they would be caught, and they were. They fell on “Yan” and were tossed back to their feet on “Kay.” Healing comes from the embodied knowledge that your community has your back and helps you get back on your feet.


At these bi-monthly ceremonies, in fact at all of Oba’s ceremonies, healing was evident. The elder who hobbled in leaning on a cane sometimes left it behind when he headed home. A woman slumped in a wheelchair reached for a rattle, shook it to the rhythm, then to her own surprise, stood up and shimmied from head to toe. My own exhilaration lasted for days.


Although Ifa Center tended to be disorganized, the practice itself, as taught by Oba, was authentic, invigorating and demanding. Oba said, “Drumming is advanced meditation because you cannot think and drum at the same time.” In drumming class, he explained that the drum is a sacred altar.


“A tree and an animal died to make it, and we bring them alive again with our energy.” He told us we all have a drum within us: our heart.


“Our heart is our battery, and the drum is its charger.”


Oba suggested I learn to play the djembe, a chalice-shaped wooden shell with a goatskin head. Djembe is played with the hands. The sacred rhythms are actual songs composed of three specific notes in an endless variety of combinations. The language of the drum for djembe is gun, go do and pa ta, the mysterious code of the flip chart I found so confusing in the first workshop. Gun is the bass note, played with an open palm in the center of the drumhead. Go is the intermediate tone, played with the fingers only as the knuckles at the top of the palm rest on the rim. Pa is the high note, played as a slap of the fingertips on the drumhead with the heel of the hand resting on the rim.


This language and teaching technique was introduced in America by Babatunde Olatunji, the Nigerian drummer known for his groundbreaking 1959 album Drums of Passion and his collaborations with Carlos Santana and The Grateful Dead. Oba performed and traveled with Olatunji for over 10 years.


I preferred dancing to drumming, but Oba required us to learn basic drumming before he allowed us to join dance class. He insisted that we must be able to distinguish the three notes and know basic rhythm patterns to have the acute listening required of dancers. Once I started dancing, I didn’t catch on to things quickly. I could tell Oba felt frustrated with me when I didn’t start on the correct beat. I felt like crying, partly from wanting to please him, partly for just feeling like a failure. Later he told me he enjoyed having me in class. I laughed and said, “But I’m terrible.”


“No, you’re not. You just need to relax your mind.”


I came back week after week and made slow progress.


As I learned more about drumming and dance, I learned more about the orishas because each orisha has specific songs, rhythms and dances. Each orisha also has particular colors and favorite offerings. Like gods and goddesses in the ancient Greek pantheon, the orishas’ relationships to each other reflect complex human behaviors including love, lust, anger, violence, adultery and betrayal. Oba claims the Greeks stole their mythology from the Yorubas. The similarities are striking. Oshun is the equivalent of Aphrodite. Like Hermes, Eshu plays tricks and serves as messenger to the other divinities. Yemoja/Olokun rules the seas like Poseidon. Shango throws thunderbolts and exacts justice like Zeus.


As I got to know the major orishas, I recognized that they were archetypes. Carl Jung, the founder of analytical psychology, noticed that certain images, symbols and concepts (such as the great mother, the wise old man or the trickster) appear cross-culturally from ancient times to the present. He speculated that these archetypes arise from the collective unconscious and speak to us through our individual dreams and our communal mythologies. Jung wrote that the number of archetypes is limitless. Oba tells us that in Ifa there are at least 400 orishas, maybe more.


Oba was clear that the orishas are metaphors for different aspects of human nature, yet orishas are also actual elements of our natural world (such as the river, fire or the ocean). Oba taught that we all have all the orishas within us and Ifa ceremonies allow us to experience their different energies. Similarly, Jung believed archetypes considered together reveal the complexity of the human psyche and experiential encounters with archetypal energies allow us to understand the divine nature of their wisdom.


“Ori means head, mind or consciousness, and, Asha means culture or character. Those words combine in orisha,” Oba explained. “Usually one orisha rules each person. We call that dominant spiritual energy or personality characteristic our ‘head.’ We use ceremonies and offerings to invoke other orisha energies to balance our personality and improve our relationships with others.”


According to Oba, each orisha is a channel of energy, and ceremony tunes us in to those channels. I speculated that Jung would approve of Ifa technology.


Eshu/Elegba


Oba introduced us to the orishas through ceremonies in their honor. The first such celebration at Ifa Center was for the trickster, Eshu, also known as Elegba. We dressed in white and brought offerings of red wine, cigars or hot peppers. We arrived after dark. Low light created mysterious shadows. Red and black fabric draped the walls. In one corner, candles illuminated a child-sized effigy with goat horns and hooves, standing on two feet, playfully brandishing a scepter topped with an erect phallus. Oba appeared in his white ceremonial robes accented by strands of red and black beads. He wore a peaked cap with sharply-pointed flaps extending from each side. This “dog-ear hat” heightens the wearer’s intuition, allowing him to hear what humans cannot hear, to sense what’s hidden. The hat looked ridiculous, but Oba wore it with such natural confidence that it became a badge of power.


“This is Eshu, the trickster. He lives behind our head and pushes us to make mistakes. He whispers in our ear to get us to make bad choices. When we acknowledge him, he will come out in front of our face where we can see him and honor him. Then he becomes the messenger to all the other orishas, so we always honor him first in every ceremony. Missionaries in Africa thought he was the devil because of his red and black colors, goat horns and hooves, but we Yoruba don’t have the concept of the devil. He is our shadow. When we call him Elegba, he is the community’s shadow. Elegba likes to start arguments and create conflict between people. Eshu makes his home at the crossroads, so he oversees our life choices. His companion is the vulture. He likes cigars, wine, whisky, chili and alligator pepper. He uses the shepherd’s crooked stick to keep us in line.”


Oba instructed us to lay our offerings at the effigy’s feet as he chanted the invocation, “Eshu shiwa ju”3 which translates as “go in front, don’t go behind me.” We formed a circle as the drums kicked in and the song shifted to our request, “do not influence me, do not push me.” Oba demonstrated the dance by stomping one foot and shaking a fist (perhaps clutching an imaginary shepherd’s crook) into the center of the circle, then stomping the other foot and shaking the other fist to the outside of the circle. The circle turned as we stomped and shook. The tempo sped up. We stomped and shook faster and faster, until the circle dissolved into wild free dancing. Eshu possessed dancers and pushed them into provocative moves. Ultimately, inhibitions dissolved and playful dirty dancing ruled the night. I bumped butts with Asante and shimmied my shoulders to bounce my breasts.


As the energy cooled down and the celebrants started to depart, Oba warned us.


“Don’t be surprised if you see some changes in your life that you don’t like. You’ve called Eshu out. Now he will show you your shadow. You may discover dark truths about yourself.”
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