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Dedicated to all those working to protect and creatively renew ancient ways of life that respect the Earth and the many beings. May the ancestors guide us well through the ordeals that lie ahead.


ANCESTRAL MEDICINE
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“Ancestor reverence is one of the pillars of Yoruba traditional religion, and it is my pleasure to recommend this book on ancestral healing by my student (ọmọ awo), Daniel Foor (Ifábọ̀wálé). Through numerous visits to our home in Nigeria, I have overseen his initiations to Ifá, Òrìṣà, and the ancestral medium society (Egúngún), and I know him to be a person of good character. I urge everyone to benefit from his guidance on ancestral reconnection. Remain blessed.”

OLÚWO FÁLOLÚ ADÉSÀNYÀ AWOYADÉ, ÒDÉ RẸ́MỌ, OGUN STATE, 
NIGERIA

“Daniel Foor invites us on a journey to meet our ancestors, those we know about, those we have never imagined, and those who might like to talk with us. He draws not only on personal experience but also on the shared and tested relational practices of indigenous communities in Africa, North America, and elsewhere. This powerful book arises from years of work with groups and individuals so that as we read it we can benefit not only from the teaching but also from practical exercises. Ancestral Medicine offers a host of possibilities for our further reflection and practice.”

GRAHAM HARVEY, PRÓFESSOR OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES AT THE OPEN 
UNIVERSITY, UK, AND AUTHOR OF ANIMISM: RESPECTING THE LIVING WORLD

“In traditional societies, ancestors are venerated and considered sources of wisdom even after they have left their physical bodies. In contemporary times, few children are conversant with their cultural and ethnic heritage, much less the lives, occupations, and even the names of those family members who passed on only a few decades earlier. In his remarkable book, Daniel Foor provides an antidote for this regrettable situation. Foor’s text and exercises provide numerous ways to make one’s progenitors a living presence—one that is inspirational, instructive, and, for many readers, transformative for themselves and their families.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY AT SAYBROOK 
UNIVERSITY AND COAUTHOR OF PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY

“As a priest of the Yorùbá indigenous system known as Òrìṣà (or, at times, Ifá in the form of its sacred oral literature), honoring and remembering one’s ancestors is both essential and transformative. Daniel Foor offers a multicultural perspective and practice that helps diverse individuals on their journey of spirit to grasp the liberating and empowering foundations of ancestral work.”

NATHAN LUGO (CHIEF ÀÌKÚLỌLÁ IWÍNDÁRÀ), ÒRÌṢÀ PRIEST

“The illusion of isolation and its associated fear, fury, and shame of abandonment is the core wound in the heart of humanity. The cure is in turning our love and attention to the stream we rode here on. We are boats of flesh on a river of blood born to heal the ancestors, to be healed by them, and to know, reveal, and grow our souls . . . thus elevating the stream. This river is the salve of the soul, and Daniel Foor clearly knows this. His book Ancestral Medicine is soul medicine for all. The world needs it. Life applauds it. Read, enjoy, heal, and become!”

ORION FOXWOOD, AUTHOR OF THE CANDLE AND THE CROSSROADS

“Daniel Foor illuminates a field that has too long been neglected in mainstream American culture: acknowledgment of the role our ancestors play in the lives of all of us. Blending his many years of study with a variety of spiritual teachers with meaningful practices he has developed for contemporary people, Foor offers a compendium for recognizing, working with, and honoring connections with our human ancestors—and in the process healing relationships with our family and ourselves. This book is profound, important, and deeply engrossing.”

TREBBE JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF THE WORLD IS A WAITING LOVER

“This book is a real treasure and, the gods be praised, is highly practical. Crafted in thoroughness, wisdom, and deep sensitivity, Ancestral Medicine gives us keys to appreciating, coming to terms with, and even healing our ancestral wounds. More than all this, Daniel Foor calls us to carry the best of our past into the present and future, and to fully live in place and time in Earth-honoring and heart-open ways.”

C. MICHAEL SMITH, PH.D., AUTHOR OF JUNG AND SHAMANISM IN 
DIALOGUE

“Daniel combines extensive practical experience with intellectual rigor in his ancestral work, providing one of the best approaches out there today. I recommend his work to anyone interested in truly knowing themselves and gaining solid ground on their own spiritual path.”

GRANT H. POTTS, PH.D., LODGE MASTER OF SCARLET WOMAN LODGE, ORDO 
TEMPLI ORIENTIS

“The author’s culturally inclusive approach adds much to this work, and his passion, clarity, and compassion make Ancestral Medicine invaluable to anyone interested in exploring personal healing, ancestor connections, remediation of family relationships, or healing and reclamation of one’s culture of origin.”

BEKKI SHINING BEARHEART, LMT, COFOUNDER OF THE CHURCH OF EARTH 
HEALING
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INTRODUCTION

When you think of the ancestors, who or what comes to mind? Ancestors are a biological and historical reality for each of us, irrespective of our religious, racial, or cultural backgrounds. Your blood lineage ancestors include the thousands of women and men whose lives weave a story back to the first human beings in Africa over two hundred thousand years ago. Even if you were adopted or orphaned and will never know your biological parents, the ancestors still speak through the DNA in each cell of your body. They are reflected in your physical features, your health, and many of your predispositions.

Beyond your bloodlines, you might also claim as an ancestor anyone whose life has inspired you, either personally or culturally. This list might include extended and adoptive family, beloved friends, and well-known people who touched your lives before their passing. Most religious traditions look to their human founders as an embodiment of core values and spiritual teachings that have been passed down through generations (e.g., Siddhartha for Buddhists, Muhammad for Muslims). Even in the ostensibly secular United States, Americans collectively celebrate the lives of inspiring human beings with holidays such as Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Presidents’ Day, Easter, Memorial Day, Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas.

Everyone knows there are certain physical and psychological realities to being dead. That said, most people on Earth also believe in some sort of afterlife or continuity of consciousness after physical death. Belief itself is a tricky thing. We might adopt a certain perspective and then have experiences that reinforce those views; other times, new experiences challenge our ways of seeing the world. For me it was a mixture of both. I was not raised with awareness of my family or lineage ancestors; however, through personal experience, clinical training in mental health, and two decades of immersion in diverse lineages of spiritual practice, I came to experience them as an important source of relationship and support. With that said, I assume in this book that some aspect of what we are continues after our death and that the ancestors are therefore “real” and worthy of our consideration and respect.

In the pages that follow, I share an in-depth framework to support those who want to improve their relationships with the ancestors. I’m offering this information both for those who are new to ancestor work and for seasoned practitioners. I’ve sought to present the material in ways that are relatively free from religious dogma, compatible with most spiritual paths, and accessible for those who prefer not to identify with a specific tradition. In places where this framework diverges from your personal beliefs and training, be curious about the differences, and trust your instincts about how to navigate the gaps.

Perhaps you are a psychotherapist, priest, psychic, shaman, ritualist, healer, family elder, educator, or someone in a position to support others in navigating relationships with their ancestors. In this book you’ll find many perspectives and exercises you might incorporate into your practice, provided you are first grounded in healthy relationships with your own ancestors. If you’re interested in genealogy or family history and would like a greater context for honoring ancestors, this book presents ways to convey respect and gratitude and to strengthen your direct channel of communication with them. Maybe you are seeking to make sense of spontaneous, unsolicited encounters with the spirits of the dead. If so, you’ll find a context for navigating potentially confusing or frightening experiences. And if you simply want to better understand individuals and traditions that claim to directly relate to the ancestors, this book can serve as a window into ancestor reverence and ritual.


Benefits of Ancestor Work

As you begin reading, you might find yourself thinking: “Why seek to relate to our ancestors at all?” From personal experience and my work as a psychotherapist and ancestor-focused ceremonialist, I have found relating to ancestors to be healing and beneficial on at least three levels: personal, familial, and cultural.

On a personal level, research confirms that relating in conscious ways with your ancestors supports physical and psychological health in the following ways:


	Reflecting on your ancestors boosts intellectual performance and confidence.1


	Awareness of family predispositions, including behavioral health risks, may encourage life choices that benefit you and future generations.2


	Forgiveness, a common component of family healing and ancestral repair work, promotes greater physical and mental health.3




Ancestor work also encourages introspection and greater clarity about life purpose, which in turn creates more personal satisfaction and sense of meaning in life. In getting to know and love my family ancestors, I feel more confident, supported, and comfortable in my skin. Moreover, I maintain a sense of healthy pride about my roots and culture of origin. Because we are partly composed of family karma or consciousness, assisting blood ancestors who are still in need also improves our personal wellness and soul-level health.

On a familial level, sustained ancestor work can help heal inter-generational patterns of family dysfunction. By working with spiritually vibrant ancestors, you can start to understand, contain, and transform patterns of pain and abuse and gradually reclaim the positive spirit of the family. I’ve seen situations time and again where one person engages the ancestors, and it creates a ripple among living family members, who may suddenly reconcile after years of disagreement or restore overlooked blessings. When you engage your loving ancestors, you can catalyze healing breakthroughs in your family, including establishing appropriate boundaries with living relatives. Also, when you make yourself available for ancestral repair work, the recently deceased are in turn more able to help living family members navigate their journey to become ancestors after death.

Finally, on a cultural and collective level, the ancestors are powerful allies in transforming historical trauma relating to race, gender, religion, war, and other types of collective pain. Recent findings in epigenetics are showing that in a very real way, the pain of our ancestors can endure through generations. In a landmark 2013 study on the biological transmission of trauma, a team of researchers in Jerusalem showed that the children, as well as grandchildren and further descendants, of Holocaust survivors are especially prone to depression, anxiety, and nightmares. This tendency is tied to a biological marker in their chromosomes that is absent in those not descended from Holocaust survivors. This transgenerational transmission of trauma is a new field of study. In many ways it overlaps with the ancestral repair work presented in this book.4

When we reconcile with ancestors who experienced different types of persecution or who enacted violence and oppression, we make repairs in our personal psyches and family histories that, in turn, mend cracks in the larger spirit of humanity. This supports us in moving beyond identifying with victim/victimizer consciousness and in embodying what is beautiful and helpful from the past. Transforming generations of family and cultural pain also frees us to draw upon the support of the loving ancestors for prosperity in our vocation and service in the world.




How to Read This Book

This book is organized into three parts. Part 1, “Foundations of Ancestor Work,” will give you an overview of different types of ancestors and ancestral engagement as well as ways that ritual and ceremony can help you connect with your ancestors. In chapter 1, I share from my personal journey of getting to know and love my family ancestors. Chapter 2 introduces different types of ancestors and challenges that relate to each. Chapter 3 explores types of spontaneous ancestral contact such as dream visits, waking visions, and synchronicities. Chapter 4 outlines a framework for ancestor reverence and ritual that establishes the foundation for the exercises and ritual work in the later chapters.

Part 2, “Healing with Lineage and Family Ancestors,” presents a process for establishing lines of communication with supportive ancestral guides. This and part 3 are the “how to” sections of the book. Here you will learn to partner with wise and loving ancestors to assist the souls of any deceased family members who have not yet joined the ancestors. It’s this very process—and my desire to share it—that motivated me to write this book. Chapter 5 speaks to genealogy and family research and offers ways to make first contact with your ancestors. Chapter 6 emphasizes connection with ancestral guides and teachers. In chapters 7 and 8, I share ways to assist both the forgotten or historical dead and the more recent and remembered ancestors. Part 2 concludes with ways to ground the work in family healing and presents rituals for ongoing relationship with family ancestors.

In part 3, “Honoring Other Types of Ancestors,” I offer a broader picture of relating to the ancestors. Chapter 10 considers the ancestors’ relationships to specific places. It includes an exercise for honoring the dead at a cemetery and suggestions for getting to know the ancestors near your home. In chapter 11 you’ll learn ways to honor ancestors of affinity and spiritual lineage, including those capable of supporting your work in the world. This chapter also presents exercises for further integration of your work with different types of ancestors and explores the topics of multiple souls, reincarnation, and past lives. Chapter 12 focuses on funeral rites, the dying process, and the first year after death.

This book grew out of my training with human teachers, my personal relationship with the ancestors, and my experience in guiding others in ancestor work. Like other teachers, I share what works well for me; please take what helps you and leave the rest. There are some inherent risks in working with the ancestors, and I suggest reading through the entire book before deciding whether or not to engage them directly. If you do decide to engage your ancestors, keep it positive and reach out for support if you get in over your head. By writing a manual encouraging people I may never meet to engage both their supportive ancestors and the troubled dead, I’ve gone pretty far out on a limb. However, my experience tells me that anyone who is psychologically stable, has good intentions, and is willing to listen to their intuition can cultivate an empowering relationship with their loving ancestors. By anyone, I really do mean anyone. You don’t need to be a traditional shaman, ghost whisperer, or trained medium. You don’t need to be descended from Cherokee healers, African chiefs, or Taoist masters. Nor do you need to be Christian, Buddhist, Pagan, or identified with any religious or spiritual tradition. We all have loving and supportive ancestors and can draw upon these relationships for greater clarity about life purpose, increased health and vitality, and tangible support in daily life.

Despite the challenges, you should no more fear the ancestors than you do the living. Each of us, no matter how troubled our recent family may be, descends from lineages that include loving and empowered human beings. These ancestors are no further from us than our blood and bones, and they are waiting to be welcomed into our lives and to assist us in fulfilling our potential. I pray that this book will help you to draw on the support of your people to express your soul’s gifts—for your own happiness and for the well-being of your family, the Earth, and the generations to come. I also pray that this book will lead to greater care and consideration in how we relate to the human dead and help to reestablish the ancestors as one essential force and community in the larger ecology of the sacred.





Part One

Foundations of Ancestor Work
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This part introduces foundational teachings on:


	Different types of ancestors (e.g., family, historic, collective)

	Types of spontaneous ancestral contact

	Practices common to ancestral reverence

	Ways in which ritual and ceremony can facilitate ancestral contact



You’ll also be invited to reflect on your own experience of your biological ancestors, including both recent family ancestors and those whose names are no longer remembered. Practices of ancestor reverence may call into question your beliefs about the afterlife and the relationship between the living and the dead. Allow space for personal reflection as you read, and stay open to helpful dream visits or other spontaneous contact from your loving and supportive ancestors.



ONE

MY PERSONAL JOURNEY WITH THE ANCESTORS


Making Initial Contact

My recent ancestors were mostly early Lutheran and Methodist settlers to North America from England, Ireland, and Germany. All of them crossed the Atlantic at least four generations ago, some much earlier. They were farmers, mothers, coal miners, and soldiers from Pennsylvania and West Virginia whose lives seemed to be focused on hard work and caring for family. In the places my family ancestors emigrated from major disruptions in the most recent historical strata of tribal European cultures, which began around two thousand years ago with the military expansion of the Roman Empire (40 BCE–230 CE). Rome introduced the indigenous peoples of Europe and many others to the imperial cult of emperors, and by the fourth century CE, Rome had adopted Christianity. Over the next eight hundred years, Christian leaders like the Holy Roman emperor Charlemagne (742–814 CE) carried out campaigns of military expansion and conversion throughout western Europe. Along some of my bloodlines, ritual engagement with the spirits of our ancestors may not have been practiced for over a thousand years, and nothing from my research into the last few centuries of family history and tradition easily accounts for my calling to focus on the ancestors.

Nor does anything about my early life explain my affinity for ancestors. Born in suburban Ohio to a sane and loving middle-class family, I was not raised with a strong awareness of my ancestors nor with any framework for relating to the dead. Unlike some naturally gifted psychics or mediums, I did not talk with dead people or see spirits as a young person, nor did I experience profound trauma that cracked me open to other realities. Nor have I ever been struck by lightning, had a near-death experience, or endured a truly life-threatening illness. I do know that long hours playing in the nearby woods and creeks as a boy helped me to feel at home in the natural world, and that reading fantasy novels as a young person established a foundation from which to explore ritual and other ways of seeing the world.

My first conscious contact with the unseen happened when, as a teenager, I put into practice basic ritual instructions from an introductory book on shamanism. Through these early experiments, I made contact with nonphysical beings or spirits that I experienced as quite real. I remember feeling like I had stumbled through a doorway to another dimension, and the pushback I received from these spirits left me scrambling for a way to make sense of my experiences. Fortuitously, by age eighteen, I responded to a flyer for a public workshop and began to learn from my first formal teachers in shamanism and earth-honoring spirituality, Bekki and Crow of the Church of Earth Healing.1 Their mentorship, combined with my immersion in contemporary Pagan culture and the academic study of world religions, provided a critical context and grounding for my early experiences with ritual and spirit work.

I remember one pivotal day of training in 1999 that introduced me to relating directly to family ancestors. By this point I had been practicing shamanic journeywork, ritual magic, and other types of trance work for about four years. During the training, Bekki guided me to connect with a family ancestral guide, and I made contact with a spiritually vibrant but historically distant European ancestor from my paternal grandfather’s lineage.

Later in the day, I was invited to ask this supportive ancestor if there were any among the recently deceased that could use healing. Immediately I knew I would visit with my father’s father. When I was seven years old, he died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. His death rippled through the family, especially for my grandmother, who was home when he took his life, and her sons, including my father, who was on duty with the local fire department at the time. As a child, I was shielded from much of this impact, and before this moment I had never sought contact with my grandfather as an ancestor or considered in any real way the possible effects of his death on the family. Fifteen years after his passing, the ancestral guides and I contacted my Grandpa Foor in spirit and determined that he was still in a state of relative confusion.*1 He appeared to me as fragmented and was missing part of his energy body in his abdomen, where he had shot himself. The guides repaired this damage and helped him to understand who we were and what had happened. He then shared a kind message for my grandmother that I later conveyed to her while we were standing together at my grandfather’s grave. That pivotal day of the ritual repair ended as the guides and I helped my grandfather start to assume his place among our loving and supportive ancestors.




Family Research and Personal Healing

My work with my grandfather and the guides sparked a longing to better understand my family history. This led to eight years of occasional genealogical research and family trips to visit with older relatives. In 2007 I shared a moment with my family at a small cemetery in rural Fayette County, Pennsylvania, that showed me how closely ancestor ritual, genealogical research, and family healing can interweave. In conversations with extended family members over the previous year, I had learned that my maternal grandmother’s parents were buried in an unmarked grave in a location remembered by only one living relative. Through ritual, I contacted these ancestors in spirit and asked them what kind of headstone they would like to mark their resting spot. Wanting to give this gift to them and feeling confident that I had received their request, I placed the order. Then something curious happened. Within days I noticed that online genealogy databases that I had checked numerous times in previous years were suddenly brimming with historical information on these specific Irish and English ancestors. It was as if these lineages, in response to my gesture of care, were opening up to me in ways that hadn’t previously been available. Weeks later, when I was standing at the grave with my parents and a handful of other family members, this breakthrough enabled me to name the ancestors of these great-grandparents before formally placing the headstone. This honoring ceremony helped my mother and our older relatives to feel seen and appreciated for their knowledge of family history and brought my family closer.

My affinity for ancestor reverence also motivated me to understand my older European ancestors, who lived before Christianity and the Roman Empire. Pre-Christian Irish/Celtic and Norse cultures both have established traditions of ancestor reverence. The masks that millions of American children and adults wear during Halloween can be traced back to an older Celtic holiday called Samhain, brought to North America by Irish and Scottish immigrants. This traditional holiday was incorporated into the Catholic calendar as All Hallows’ Eve in the ninth century, and it is still celebrated by modern Pagans and Christians alike as a time to remember, feast, and perhaps communicate directly with the ancestors. Modern practitioners of Norse Heathenry/ Asatru have revived a ritual known as seidhr detailed in the thirteenth-century Saga of Eric the Red.2 In both the text and the modern ritual, a trained ancestor medium ascends to an elevated seat and from there serves the community as an oracle or voice for the dead by responding to questions from the assembled. (For a more detailed description, see chapter 9, here.) Norse ancestor mediums and Celtic rituals of masquerade and feasting the dead help me appreciate just how recently my blood ancestors practiced some communal form of ancestor reverence and how some traditions continue today.

Before meeting my older ancestors in spirit, I never thought to see my family or cultural history as a source of spiritual strength and richness. Masking personal pain with unconscious egotism, I was undoubtedly hurtful at times to my family and others close to me. My training in world religion and healing arts helped me to gradually understand that the disappointment I had grappled with as a young adult was more about gaps in my education from the larger culture than about my family’s shortcomings. These blind spots had been in place for generations and felt to me like a kind of systemic betrayal. For example, I was not raised with knowledge of traditional songs, stories, or rituals; I was not taught ways to consciously dialogue with the natural world; I received no framework for safely engaging the spirits or unseen worlds. Yet how could I expect my parents or grandparents to teach me these things when this knowledge had been largely missing from the culture for more than a thousand years? By seeing my personal healing in the context not only of family breaks but also of larger cultural breaks from Earth-honoring traditions, I could release old judgments about my family. I’m now able to view challenges that do arise from a larger historical context—reminding me that not all family issues are personal or sourced in the recent past.




Learning and Teaching Ancestor Work

In the nearly two decades since my first contact with ancestral guides and with my grandfather, I’ve been blessed to work with different spiritual teachers and traditions that consciously honor the ancestors. Among indigenous Earth-honoring traditions, my most important influences are European Paganism, Mongolian shamanism, Native North American ways, and the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition of Yorùbá-speaking
West Africa and the African diaspora.

Modern Paganism and revived forms of shamanism provided my earliest experiences with Earth-honoring teachings and community ritual. Immersing myself in the study and practice of ceremonial magic, Western occultism, and Pagan traditions inspired by pre-Christian Europe (e.g., Celtic, Norse, Mediterranean cultures) helped me to cultivate a habit of introspection, to learn foundational skills for relating with the spirit world, and to appreciate the deep roots of my own ancestry. I view the ancestor-focused teachings in this book as an extension of the Earth-honoring ways of my older European ancestors, and I feel great love and appreciation for practitioners working to rekindle the older ways of continental Europe and the British Isles. During my first visit in 2014 to megalithic sites of Scotland and England, simply standing at four-thousand-year-old stone monuments to honor the dead confirmed that ancestor reverence is nothing new.

Before her passing in 2006, Buryat Mongolian shaman, teacher, and friend Sarangerel Odigan encouraged my work with the ancestors and shared how her tradition would view some of my early experiences. She was the first representative of an intact indigenous tradition that I worked with in depth, and she was an exceptionally kind and generous mentor whose works I refer to throughout this book. Learning from Sarangerel expanded my understanding of the unseen, provided a living human model for a heart-centered embodiment of indigenous wisdom, and stoked my longing to learn as much I could from indigenous elders and traditions. Her sudden death also unexpectedly taught me how to continue a relationship with a spiritual mentor after her journey to the realm of the ancestors.

Regular participation in purification or sweat lodges, wilderness quests, and other traditions indigenous to North America over the past fifteen years introduced me to the beauty, dignity, and healthy pride of peoples whose connection to place and ancestral wisdom remains relatively intact. Most of my experience with Native ways has been with Lakota-style ceremony and with the Native American Church. As a participant in these sacred spaces, I’ve learned how to pray from the heart and to honor traditional protocol as a gift from the ancestors. Time in circle with Native teachers and communities also taught me a lot about forgiveness. I have witnessed the tremendous resilience and open-heartedness of tribal leaders who share traditional ways with non-Native individuals, many of whom are direct descendants of the colonists who carried out genocide against indigenous peoples. Better understanding of this aspect of American history also helped me to understand on a heart level the painful histories of my earlier European ancestors and the mandate to participate in healing legacies of racism and oppression in the United States.

Over the past decade I’ve also been a student, and more recently an initiate, of the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition. Originally brought to the Americas through the transatlantic slave trade, diverse branches of Yorùbá culture now include over fifty million practitioners worldwide in places such as Nigeria, Cuba and the Caribbean, Brazil, Venezuela, the United States, and even Europe. During four pilgrimages to Nigeria, I have been privileged to step into the tradition as an initiate of Ifá (the deity of destiny and divination), of Ọbàtálá 
and Ọ̀ṣun (deities of wisdom and love), and of Egúngún (the collective spirit of the ancestors) in the lineage of Olúwo Fálolú Adésànyà Awoyadé from Òdè Rẹ́mọ.

Being welcomed into the society of ancestral mediums was particularly meaningful and served as the culmination of years of work with my own ancestors as well as my search for elders who could help me bring out this calling to ancestor reverence. Of course, initiation is only the beginning of a new cycle of learning and growth, and I continue to seek learning from other practitioners, in both the United States and Nigeria, about their approach to ancestor reverence.

Although I refer to these traditions and others throughout this book, I make no claim in this book to represent any specific tradition or lineage. The teachings and practices shared in this book emphasize cross-cultural similarity. They aim to be widely accessible and free from the constraints of any specific tradition. When I draw upon a specific cultural lineage to highlight some aspect of ancestor reverence, I refer to established sources and representatives of that tradition. I realize that many readers will not be deeply called to any one spiritual path, and I firmly believe that you as the reader don’t need to adopt any particular religious identity, nor do you need to see yourself as a particularly religious person in order to deeply love and honor your ancestors. Furthermore, I also accept full responsibility for any shortcomings in the teachings and practices presented.

In addition to work with spiritual teachers and traditions, my training as a doctor of psychology and a marriage and family therapist informs my approach to ancestor work. As a therapist, I have seen firsthand how ancestral wounds are transmitted across generations, as well as some means by which these cycles can be healed. As someone committed to inner work, I’ve also seen how many ways there are to procrastinate or avoid the discipline necessary for cultivating wisdom and an open heart. Some traditional cultures designate a living family member to tend to relations with the ancestors on behalf of the rest of the family; sometimes the ancestors choose this individual themselves. Since assuming this role in my family about a decade ago, I have sought to study family poisons and medicines in the context of my own life and relationships. Accepting responsibility for my psychological health and happiness, including my relationships with family and community, is foundational to my ritual work with the ancestors.

In the decade since guiding my first ancestor-work weekend intensive in 2005, I have led this training over a hundred times for over a thousand people throughout the United States. In this same time, I’ve spoken with several thousand others through talks, monthly circles, and personal sessions. In holding a space for others to contact their ancestors, I have witnessed profound transformations that also convey benefit to living family members. Three key lessons I have learned are: (1)  the work is about relationship; (2) everyone has loving ancestors; and (3) relating to our ancestors is entirely normal. First, getting to know and love them requires a deep and sustained reckoning with our family, our culture of origin, and ourselves. This process takes place over years, not months; it is certainly not finished in one weekend. The ancestors are not a “subject” we can master or complete; the point is building a relationship with the collective spirit of family in ways that help us grow into wise and loving human beings. We are never done with the ancestors until we join them after our death, and even this is merely the beginning of a new cycle. Ancestor work is both deeply personal and inherently relational.

Second, we all have ancestors who lived, loved, and worshipped in intimate relationship with the Earth. Getting to know them can heal and empower people of any background, including adoptees who do not know their biological family. Even though I have no recent family members who have practiced ancestor reverence per se, I have come to understand my affinity with Earth-honoring spirituality in the context of my European roots. My point is this: you don’t need to have some kind of spiritual calling from the ancestors themselves; it’s fine just to go knock on their door. In my case, I trusted my first teachers in Earth spirituality when they said it would be a good idea for me to do the ancestors workshops they offered, and I’m extremely glad I listened. Although it makes for a better story, I don’t necessarily believe that my ancestors were somehow leading me along a trail of bread crumbs to connect with them. You don’t even need to feel an emotional longing to know your ancestors; sometimes you just decide to engage, and a new kind of relating begins. We are all unique and blessed, and no one is more special, more human, or more deserving of respect.

Finally, I’ve realized that, contrary to fear and popular misconceptions, working with the ancestors may actually make you less—rather than more—strange. In my case, although supporting others in talking with dead people is one part of my day job, I am a down-to-earth, straightforward Midwesterner who loves and respects his family, his country (mostly), and his cultural roots. I pay taxes, read the news, and vote. I sometimes eat fast food, like going to the movies, and struggle to make it to the gym. I’m also a Western-educated psychotherapist and doctor of psychology with a deep love and respect for the physical sciences. Sometimes people assume that having a relationship with the ancestors requires quitting your job, making pilgrimages to Egypt or Peru, eating magic mushrooms, or adopting some kind of new, weird identity. To the contrary, ancestor work has functioned in my life as an antidote to spiritual snobbery by helping to ground me in this reality and to value my family and myself. I have seen similar effects in the lives of others who take it to heart. There is nothing unusual about having a healthy, ongoing relationship with our ancestors; in fact, it’s one of the most inherently human things we could do.





TWO

WHO ARE THE ANCESTORS?

Genetics, family, and blood lineage are ways to approach the question “‘Who are the ancestors?” Blood kin are the first way in which most people think of and experience the ancestors, and they’re also the focus of much of this book. Like Russian nested dolls, our experience of recent family ancestors rests within larger patterns of lineage, culture, and human prehistory. Our oldest ancestors lived in Africa at least two hundred thousand years ago. In this way, the ancestors express the collective wisdom of humanity. They are elders who remember our full evolutionary journey as human beings, and they are custodians of our genetic and cultural memory.

This chapter introduces key beliefs shared by many different cultures about the ancestors and their relationship with the living. You’ll learn to distinguish between recent family ancestors and the older, collective dead, and to tell the difference between healthy ancestors and troubled ghosts. You’ll also learn about challenges and positive effects you’re likely to encounter when engaging with ancestors. Chapter 2 concludes with an exercise to reflect on your perception of family and older ancestors. As you read, assume that some of these souls are deeply at peace, while others may still be working things through. Unless you already have a practice of relating directly to your ancestors, again I encourage you to read through the whole book before seeking intentionally to make contact.


The Dead Are Not Dead

I believe that most indigenous peoples, animists, shamans, pagans, spiritual healers, and others who intentionally relate to the dead would agree with the following four assertions. These beliefs are the foundations of my approach to ancestor reverence and ritual, and they inform the exercises and rituals in this book. As you read, see which perspectives feel natural to you, and where your beliefs and experiences may differ.


	Consciousness continues after death.

	Not all of the dead are equally well.

	The living and the dead can communicate.

	The living and the dead can strongly affect one another.



Consciousness Continues after Death

Traditions of ancestor reverence assume that the ancestors are as metaphysically real as you or me. Like far-off galaxies or microscopic bacteria, the souls or spirits of the deceased exist whether or not you believe in them or can perceive them. Several factors influence a person’s degree of openness to the subject of the ancestors: religious or spiritual views, direct personal experience, and what I would call gut feeling or instinctual belief. Any one of these is enough to foster a stance of openness toward the spirits of the dead. As you read, notice how open you are to the reality of the ancestors and where this receptivity comes from.

When people think of the ancestors, they often picture older people, black-and-white photographs, and deceased family members. It’s true: the ancestors include those who have lived and died before us; however, as religious scholar Graham Harvey writes, “To be an ancestor is to continue relating.”1 When a loved one who has died pays a visit to the living, this is an event, an encounter in the present moment between an incarnate human and an ancestral spirit who previously walked the Earth. From this perspective, the dead are still alive. Ancient Egyptians sometimes referred to their beloved dead as “the living ones” and to Osiris, steward over of the dead, as “Lord of the Living.” Why emphasize that the dead are in fact alive? If we allow that the souls or spirits of the dead can relate to the living, it’s worth being clear about what we mean when we describe someone or something as “dead.” Could this mean that this soul continues to exist while we have ceased to consciously relate to them, and that they may be in that way dead to us?

Insofar as ancestral spirits may continue to relate with the living, they are no more “dead” than angels, gods, the spirits of plants and animals, or other unseen forces. Instead of thinking about the living and the dead, it may be more accurate to distinguish between human souls who are currently incarnate (the living) and souls who were previously incarnate but whom we may still relate to in the present (the ancestors). Like incarnate humans, the ancestors live and dwell in the present, even if they have their own communities and places of dwelling distinct from our lives on Earth. In the words of Senegalese poet Birago Diop in his poem “Spirits,” “The dead are not dead.”

The existence of ancestral spirits hinges on the fact that some aspect of what we are continues after death. Nearly all faiths affirm some type of postmortem continuity of consciousness. This doesn’t necessarily mean that all “believers” have direct, personal experiences with the dead. Research shows that 64 percent of Americans believe in life after death and 45 percent believe in ghosts, even though most haven’t had a near-death experience and many report never having seen a ghost personally.2 If your faith tells you that some aspect of the soul continues after death, belief in the ancestors naturally follows. Likewise, if you’ve personally experienced contact from the ancestors, then “belief” in the spirits of the dead is a function of direct knowing. But why do millions of Americans who don’t identify as especially spiritual or religious and who don’t report direct encounters still act as if the ancestors are real?

Consider the multibillion-dollar funeral and cemetery industry in the United States as one example of what I would call gut feeling or instinctual belief in the ancestors—acting as if they are real. People invest in funerals, cremation urns, and grave plots to honor the memory of the deceased and also to show love and respect to them as ongoing realities in the present. U.S. laws prohibiting the desecration of cemeteries and human remains enforce the widespread taboo against disturbing human remains, a view that hinges upon a presumed link between the remains and the soul of the deceased. Hollywood understands the power of belief in this topic. Films like Poltergeist, in which construction over a cemetery leads to paranormal trouble, and the idea of the “curse of the pharaohs,” believed to kill anyone who disturbs the tombs of ancient Egyptian rulers, play on the association between the spirit of the deceased and their remains. Popular TV shows like Ghost Hunter, Medium, Ghost Whisperer, and Crossing Over rest on the widespread belief that soul or consciousness—in some form—continues after death. Stories like this continue to sell because most Americans tend to act as if the ancestors are real. Just in case.

Not All of the Dead Are Equally Well

When we accept that some aspect of what we are might carry on after death, then questions naturally arise about where exactly we’re headed. Most religious traditions assert the existence of an unseen or spirit world: some other aspect of reality (and of who we are) that is not fully circumscribed by the physical world. This is closely related to belief in continuity of consciousness after death: if some part of what we are endures when the body dies, there must be at least two places or dimensions, a metaphysical “here” and “there.” Where we go after life on Earth would be the existential “there,” the place where other ancestors dwell, the spirit world or otherworld.

Many traditions describe this “otherworld” in ways that imply structural integrity of the overall system. The Yorùbá people of southwest Nigeria and other practitioners of Yorùbá traditional religion (also known as Ifá/Òrìṣà) sometimes use the image of the spherical calabash or gourd to convey duality within a greater wholeness. In observable reality, the upper half of the calabash is the dome of the sky (ọ̀run), and the lower half that of the earth (ayé). Often translated as heaven, ọ̀run also refers to the unseen realm that surrounds and intersects the physical world or ayé. The journey from the ancestral realm (prebirth) to incarnate life and back again (post-death) is a journey from ọ̀run to ayé to ọ̀run. One divination verse (odù Ìrosùn-Ìwòrì) from Yorùbá culture states, “People will continue to go to heaven and return to earth after death until everyone attains the good position.”3 The verse implies that at any given moment some human souls reside in the otherworld and some on Earth, but all participate in the greater story of human consciousness that is playing out in the great calabash of the world, both seen and unseen.

The pairing of heaven (there) and Earth (here) also runs throughout Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and can be viewed in terms of the following dichotomies:

The Living — The Ancestors

Earth — Heaven

This World — The Otherworld

Physically Perceivable Reality — The Unseen or Spirit World

Many traditions also believe that the condition of the dead mirrors or parallels that of living humans on Earth. Some people are wise and kind, while others are dangerous and tormented; depictions of the otherworld often reflect this full spectrum. To account for these differences, maps of the ancestral realms often elaborate two or more locations, with some being distinctly more comfortable than others. For example, Christian sources depict heaven and hell in radically different ways, yet both are dwelling places, and perhaps states of consciousness, for souls after death. Buddhism recognizes the existence of a hungry ghost realm populated by suffering souls; it also acknowledges the existence of benevolent ancestral teachers. Sometimes traditions say that the troubled dead remain here among the living as earthbound spirits, ghosts in need of assistance to make their belated transition to join the ancestors in the otherworld.

The teachings presented in this book are consistent with traditional lore by acknowledging that the levels of awareness among the souls of the dead run the full spectrum from loving, wise, and inspired ancestors to dangerous and ill-intentioned ghosts. This fact requires practitioners of ancestor reverence to demonstrate discernment like that required when meeting new living humans. If we fail to distinguish between levels of awareness among the dead, we risk viewing the ancestors either as entirely frightening and dangerous or as an idealized source of love and light, when the reality is more nuanced. Throughout this book I refer to “the ancestors” interchangeably with “the dead” (meaning all human souls not incarnate on Earth at this time), but I sometimes use the term ancestor more narrowly to refer to those souls who are well in spirit. In the second usage, ancestor is a kind of compliment. It refers to an earned or acquired status and contrasts with ghosts, the troubled dead, or those who are not yet ancestors.

A related, and important, assumption is that, like us, the souls of the dead change. When a parent or relative dies, our memories and psychological filters may distort the connection or attempt to freeze the relationship in the past. Malidoma Somé, a teacher and ritual leader from the Dagara people of Burkina Faso, West Africa, spoke to this problem:

In this dimension, once you make a mistake you are always referred to from the perspective of that mistake. There is an unspoken assumption of the irredeemability of the human being. That is why criminals remain criminals the rest of their lives. That is why people live their lives trying to avoid having a record. The problem with that is that this eventually stretches itself to the other world, so that ancestors, the dead forebears who during their lives were less than wise, made mistakes that a lot of other people paid for, are still kept within that kind of framework as if even death didn’t redeem them.4

Somé emphasized how the same ancestors whose lives were most troubled during their time on Earth may actually be highly motivated to work for good after their death. The ghost of Jacob Marley in Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol beautifully embodies this wisdom by warning Ebenezer Scrooge to change his ways and avoid making Marley’s mistakes. Even Christianity and Islam, which tend to view heaven and hell as relatively enduring states, recognize that after death the soul undergoes purification, reckoning, or some type of further refinement or growth.

In my experience of supporting others in making repairs with recent ancestors, I have encountered situations in which the spirit of the deceased seemed to be bright, loving, and available for connection, while the living—often adult children of the deceased—were not able to move beyond memories of their parent during life. Ideally, people work through their issues with a family member in life or in the period of time after the individual’s death. However, unhealed emotional pain from a past relationship can keep a living person from relating to supportive ancestral spirits in the present.

The Living and the Dead Can Communicate

Contact between the living and the dead can take many forms. Sometimes the deceased come unsolicited as visitors in our dreams. Sometimes they speak through waking visions or synchronicities, or at times when our psychological defenses are thin (e.g., near-death experiences, altered states). When people who have no framework for this contact have such experiences, they may be unsettled or wonder if they’re “going crazy.” In most cases, experiences of spontaneous ancestral contact are no more a sign of psychosis than are spontaneous interactions with living humans here on Earth. In fact, some people engage in spiritual traditions precisely because they’re seeking to make sense of spontaneous, unsolicited, or even unwanted contact from the dead.

Many also seek to contact the dead through practices of ancestor reverence. These can include ancestor-focused prayer, meditation, inspired song, and creative expression; psychic and mediumship practices; some types of divination; and any other practice that facilitates communication. In nearly every ancestor-focused ritual I have participated in over the past two decades, living participants have attempted to communicate with the deceased. Of course spontaneous contact and intentional contact with the ancestors are not mutually exclusive. Those who intentionally relate to the ancestors also tend to report occasional instances of spontaneous contact (e.g., dreams, synchronicities). For those who do succeed in making contact, it’s important, over time, to seek to refine the accuracy of the communication.

When thinking about communication between the living and the dead, remember what you know about relationships between living humans—that contact is not necessarily either conscious or beneficial. People may be aware of you before you are aware of them, and they may have helpful or harmful intentions toward you. For example, many people enjoy the support of loving ancestors whether or not they are aware of or even believe in the existence of these unseen friends and protectors. Contact in this case can be considered unconscious but beneficial. When the dead who are not yet at peace weigh on those with no awareness of the unseen, this would be an instance of unconscious and unhelpful contact between the living and the dead. Practitioners of ancestor-focused ritual also know that it’s possible to turn our attention toward beings in the unseen realm, including the ancestors, without drawing their attention to us. In brief, we can reach out intentionally to the ancestors, or they may communicate with us by their own volition. The resulting contact may, for either party involved, be helpful or harmful, conscious or unconscious.

The Living and the Dead Can Strongly Affect One Another

Of the four key assumptions, this is perhaps the most foreign to modern Western people. Yet without this consideration, practices to engage the ancestors wouldn’t be important. Practitioners of ancestor reverence generally assume that the ancestors influence us to a degree that truly matters and that we also affect them in important ways; mutual impact is more than just a given. What is an option is whether the influence will be conscious or unconscious, beneficial or harmful. Many rituals focus on maintaining positive relations between the living and the dead precisely to ensure that their influence is beneficial rather than harmful. In a conversation, a Haitian Vodun priest, Manbo Maude, gave me the image of one of the Guédé (ancestral spirits) digging your grave while another tries to fill it in. The ancestors can confer blessings of health and longevity, or they can send us to an early grave.

Consider first some of the helpful ways in which the ancestors may influence the living. On the most fundamental level, healthy ancestors can bestow a legacy of good health, prosperity, and rootedness in place and culture. Ancestors who embodied kindness and integrity during life can serve as sources of inspiration and motivation for living relatives. The loving dead can also work to guide, uplift, and protect their descendants, whether or not the living family is conscious of this support. In my experience, the ancestors who are strong and bright in spirit are also the best guides and allies for living family members who seek to transform and end difficult intergenerational burdens. We are their eyes and hands in this dimension, and they are deeply invested in good outcomes. Ancestors who are well in spirit bring added blessings to major life events like birth, weddings, and the return of the living to their ranks at the time of death. In brief, when we enjoy the active support of our loving ancestors, life tends to go more smoothly, with higher levels of luck, ease, and vitality.

We on Earth can also benefit the ancestors. Like any other type of being in any dimension, they need to eat. When we speak well of them and feed them through heartfelt offerings (e.g., food, drink, flowers), they receive the pleasure of nourishment and remembrance. We also bring honor and joy to our ancestors when we heal intergenerational challenges, support healthy families, and live as good and ethical people on Earth. Remember that death in our world is the start of a rite of passage for the recently deceased. This journey is completed only when they fully join the ranks of ancestors. The living can play an important role in this transformation. When we assist the recently dead and those who are not yet well in spirit to complete their transition, we support the ancestors’ health. Generally, any act of service that encourages healthy families, children, and a future for humans here on Earth also reverberates in positive ways among the ancestors. Can you think of other ways in which you benefit from ancestral support or bring honor and blessings to your people?

What about the dead who are “digging your grave,” the ones who are not yet at peace? Remember, the three maxims given above assert that the ancestors are real, they’re not all equally well, and they can communicate with us (even if we don’t seek out the contact). Good news: if you ever have the sense that a beloved grandparent or parent is looking out for you, there’s a good chance they are. Bad news: if you get the sense that the souls of family ancestors are not at peace or are interfering with the living family, there’s also a good chance that you’re right. We can’t have it both ways, any more than we can believe that only nice, friendly people exist on Earth. When the ancestors are not well in spirit, living elders may often feel physically and psychological unwell, and so on down the generations. Manifestations may include legacies of illness, addiction, physical and emotional abuse, isolation, poverty, and early death. Destructive actions by recent ancestors can reverberate through the living family for generations, functioning as a kind of ancestral curse, oppressive intergenerational karma, or pervasive bad luck. What are your beliefs about the troubled dead and their effect on the living? The impact of ghosts or the unwell dead will be explored at length in following chapters, and the repair process at the heart of this book emphasizes ways to transform and heal these difficult legacies.

Although living family members are often downstream from ancestral trouble, actions taken (or avoided) by the living can harm the ancestors. As in many types of relationships, the most common way that living people do this is by failing to observe basic respect or to show up for the connection. Many contemporary communities (religious and otherwise) reject the existence or relevance of the ancestors; this lack of consideration functions as a kind of ancestral amnesia with respect to family, heritage, and culture. When we forget our origins, we’re more likely to enact and reinforce unhelpful intergenerational patterns, if only because no one has warned us about family burdens. Insofar as the ancestors look to us to heal the troubles passed down along the bloodlines, unwillingness to heal can keep them from fulfilling their role in the repair work. Repeating old, harmful patterns can keep the ancestors stuck along with us. Lack of consideration for family members after death also increases the risk that they will fail to be fully elevated and arrive as ancestors. Moreover, the living may also cause disruption for the dead when desecrating places important to them, such as cemeteries, ancestor shrines, and natural sanctuaries. Can you think of other ways that people on Earth have an unhealthy relationship with the deceased?

Building on those four underlying assumptions or tenets of ancestor reverence and ritual, the following section explores:


	Different types of ancestors based on how recently they lived on Earth

	Distinctions between individual ancestors, lineages, and the collective dead

	Common challenges when relating with different types of ancestors



When reading, reflect or make notes on how these perspectives align or differ from your personal beliefs and experiences. The chapter concludes with an invitation to personal reflection on how you feel about your ancestors.




Family and Remembered Ancestors

Family can be a source of great joy as well as devastating pain, and our family, whether by presence or absence, profoundly shapes our identity and outlook on life. Your experience of family likely also informs your perception of your much earlier ancestors.

Family Ancestors

When you think of family, maybe you think of your birth parents—particularly if they are the ones who raised you from childhood. For adoptees, individuals who have never met their birth parents, and those from blended or chosen families, the subject of family ancestors can be complicated. Perhaps the narrowest lens through which to think about ancestors is DNA—blood relation. Many physical features and health predispositions derive directly from blood ancestors, and their impact can be life-altering. The ancestors can bestow gifts such as longevity, fertility, and an even temperament, just as they can pass along vulnerabilities to physical and mental illness. Individuals who are adopted, orphaned, or estranged from their blood relatives may not know their genetic predispositions. They may also lack access to the stories of their biological ancestors. Nevertheless, those with no living connection to blood family can engage with the spirits of their beloved dead and blood ancestors through practices of honoring and ritual. In addition to direct lineage elders (e.g., grandparents, parents), family ancestors can include children, siblings, aunts and uncles, cousins, and anyone linked through the same blood lineages.

Family can also include chosen family, even if we are not always the one making the choices. In this sense, genetically unrelated individuals become blood relations, often through formal adoption rituals. For example, some North American Native tribes have ceremonies for making relations, after which adopted individuals are understood to be family, with all the accompanying privileges and responsibilities. Legal adoption can function as a kind of contemporary ritual of making relations, and some adoptees find that their new family and ancestors carry the same psychological weight as biological ancestors. In my own experience of becoming “blood brothers” with a childhood friend, I continued to dream of him years after ceasing to be in regular contact. Blood in this way is also symbolic, and the family you choose or are chosen by may influence not only your identity but also your blood and body. Family ancestors may also include genetically unrelated loved ones who at some point transitioned from friend to family member. Although this book emphasizes lineage repair with our biological ancestors, you can extend some of those same principles and practices to other types of ancestors and lineages.

The Remembered Dead

No matter whom we consider family, it’s our memory of those people that determines the reach of the remembered ancestors. The recent or remembered dead include deceased parents, grandparents, children, siblings, and other kin who knew us during their lives on Earth. They may also include earlier generations of ancestors remembered through family lore or genealogy research. Think of these ancestors as those remembered by name, face, or deed.

Practitioners of ancestor reverence sometimes encourage knowing the names of ancestors back to seven generations. If this is taken to heart, seven generations along every bloodline calls for memorizing the names of 254 ancestors. Most people I meet know the names of their grandparents and maybe one or two great-grandparents. This lack of knowledge is understandable, as family research is not for the faint of heart. For example, Native Americans and people of African ancestry who are able to trace their family history through recent generations inevitably confront a historical wall where documented names give way to the less personalized records of slavery, forced occupation, and genocide. Those with recent disruptions in ancestral knowledge (e.g., adoption, war and dislocation, conception through violence, sudden migrations) often have even more limited knowledge of family history. In my case, years of research revealed names and knowledge of family ancestors back more than three hundred years along a few bloodlines, but for others only to four generations. If you know the names of your ancestors, even along just one lineage, to seven generations, that’s a blessing! Remember that any effort to understand family history or research your genealogy can help awaken your relationship with ancestors, both known and unknown (see chapter 5 for research suggestions).
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