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PRAISE FOR VODOU SHAMAN

During the kanzo ceremony, which consecrates initiates in Haitian Vodou, they are cut off from the world of the living and guarded by men armed with machetes to prevent them from running away. Mournful songs at this time refer repeatedly to their deaths. Ross Heaven approached the ceremony wearing a t-shirt bearing the words: Absolutely Positively Definitely NO FEAR (Not even a little bit). When I saw that, I knew I had someone special in my charge! I was rewarded with a loyal initiate son who brings me happiness, challenges my imagination, and communicates the Vodou tradition faithfully to others.

—BON MAMBO RACINE SANS BOUT SA TE LA DAGINEN (ROOTS WITHOUT END, WHO WAS THERE AT THE BEGINNING OF GINE), PRIESTESS OF HAITIAN VODOU
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It is often in the places we least expect it, that we find the deepest spirituality. Vodou, the least well known, most feared and even most ridiculed form of shamanism, is one of those places. In this must-read book we find a pragmatic way of being in spirit; one desperately needed as we face the challenge of living in this time of great change.

—DR. EVE BRUCE, M.D., F.A.C.S., MEDICAL DOCTOR AND AUTHOR OF SHAMAN, M.D.
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A groundbreaking book that will contribute to the knowledge, diversity, and healing in this world. Ross Heaven writes with heart and wisdom about a true return to spirit.

—KRISTIN MADDEN, AUTHOR OF PAGAN PARENTING AND THE BOOK OF SHAMANIC HEALING
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A most important and valuable study of Vodou—and an amazing adventure story to boot! In this book, we have a rich slice of superior writing in which personal encounters, vivid travelogue, and anecdote blend beautifully into an intelligent and well-informed guide to a fascinating spiritual tradition and a secret world.

—SIMON BUXTON, FOUNDER OF THE SACRED TRUST AND AUTHOR OF THE SHAMANIC WAY OF THE BEE
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Ross Heaven does for Vodou what Castaneda did for shamanism. With so many sacred ways and cultures dying out, it is wonderful that one of the world’s oldest oral traditions is recorded here by an authentic wisdomkeeper.

—TANIA AHSAN, EDITOR OF PREDICTION MAGAZINE
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Ross Heaven is a modern sage. In his book Vodou Shaman we not only learn about Vodou and experience its powers firsthand, we also pass through portals to higher levels of consciousness.

JOHN PERKINS, AUTHOR OF THE SPIRIT OF THE SHUAR
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The experience of Vodou is one of joy, dance, drums and song. It is an experience that enables all of us to connect with our spirits and the infinite power of the universe. This practical book is a valuable guide to how we can all achieve joy in our lives.

—AMODA, AUTHOR OF MOVING INTO ECSTASY
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I am delighted to offer my support for this book, which is in the tradition of Maya Deren and Claude Planson, Caucasians who have discovered infinity in the African spirituality. Ross Heaven is enriching our understanding of the psyche and wisdom of humanity by going into the primeval source of our worldview.

—DR. REGINALD O. CROSLEY, MEDICAL DOCTOR AND AUTHOR OF THE VODOU QUANTUM LEAP
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Vodou is a very beautiful and practical spiritual approach to experiencing the power of other worlds. Through Vodou Shaman ordinary people will discover how to empower themselves in the most extraordinary ways.

HOWARD G. CHARING, DIRECTOR OF THE EAGLE’S WING CENTRE FOR CONTEMPORARY SHAMANISM AND AUTHOR OF MEDICINE FOR THE SOUL
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This book is dedicated with love to my beautiful daughters, Jodie, Amelia, and Erzuli-Honey, and to Woody and Flood, and to my soul mate, Saffron—it took us 70 years between us to find each other again, but finally we did it. Thank you all for being you and for loving me despite my failings.
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It is also for D.K., the innocent children of Carmel, and for the true victims of a world gone mad, and for Cleve Jones, in appreciation of your vision.
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It is also for our scientists whose studies have now “proven” that love is a form of insanity. May they all find love themselves one day so their real studies may begin.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My thanks to Mambo Racine for her teachings and for permission to quote from her work. Any errors that appear in this book are mine, not hers, as are the opinions I have expressed in my writing, which Mambo Racine would not necessarily agree with.

I also wish to thank Tim Booth for permission to quote from the James song “The Shining,” which appears on the album Pleased To Meet You (Mercury Records, 2001), and for his foreword to this book.

My thanks to Mambo Racine for front cover photography (vever of Ayizan, spirit of initiation), and to Michelle Clements for the other illustrations in this book. The hierarchy of needs pyramid was inspired by Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality (New York: Harper and Row, 1954).

Huge thanks to Jon Graham at Inner Traditions for his work on behalf of this book, and to John, Eve, Kristin, Simon, Tania, Amoda, Howard, and Drs. Reginald Crosley and William Bloom for reading and supporting the manuscript. Thanks also to Ram and Paula for your wonderful distractions.




CONTENTS






	FOREWORD   	Do You Voodoo?


	 	Acknowledgments


	INTRODUCTION   	Feel the Fear and Read It Anyway


	1   	Between Two Worlds


	 	Dreaming the Road of Gine


	 	Vodou in the Modern World


	 	The Meaning of Power


	 	Make Love, Not Sense: The World as an Act of Faith


	 	God’s Fools and the Origin of Vodou


	 	The Path of the Hero


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	Opening to the Sacred


	2   	The Quest for Power


	 	Becoming a Bon Houngan


	 	The Journey of the Houngan


	 	The Spiritual Universe


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	Connecting to the Energies of the Universe


	3   	Acts of Faith and Power


	 	Spiritual Strength versus Material Gain


	 	Parents and Other “Experts”


	 	Zen and the Art of Chinese Whiskey


	 	The Road to Ashe


	 	Dancing with the Dead


	 	Feeling Ecstatic


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	Journey for Ecstatic Communion


	4   	Becoming God’s Fools


	 	Journeying for Ashe


	 	Meeting the Loa to Receive the Gift of Love


	 	Meeting the Ancestors for Gratitude and Forgiveness


	 	Meeting the Spirits of Nature for Blessings and Power


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	The Affirmation of Self


	5   	The Power to Heal


	 	Creating New Realities of Health and Well-Being


	 	The Cause of Disease


	 	The Three Souls of Man


	 	Curses: The Power of Words


	 	The Expedition Mort


	 	The “Voodoo Doll”: A Focus for the Intention


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	Conducting a Vodou Healing: Removing Unhealthy Energy and Restoring Ashe


	6   	The Tree of Weeping Souls


	 	Soul Loss and Retrieval—Advanced Techniques of Power Return


	 	Restoring the Soul


	 	When the Soul Is Lost


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	Making Yourself Whole


	7   	Dreaming the New World


	 	Changing Your Faith, Healing Your World


	 	The Science of Spiritual Activism


	 	Be Good to Yourself … Be God to Yourself


	 	The Biggest Secret


	 	The Vodou Lessons:


	 	Creating the Way Ahead


	APPENDIX   	The Marketplace Workshops, Tapes, and Books by Ross Heaven


	 	Glossary


	 	Footnotes


	 	Notes


	 	About the Author


	 	About Inner Traditions


	 	Copyright







FOREWORD

DO YOU VOODOO?

What do we really know about voodoo in the West? Almost nothing. Not even the correct spelling. Even now my computer underlines Vodou, its correct name, in red to inform me of a typo. But feel the phony word voodoo in your mouth. It could be the first word a baby forms. A fantastic word—so many Os. For most of us in the English-speaking world it has a sexy, implacable feel, but one that is also dark and dangerous, courtesy of the Western empire’s “reality tunnel.” History is, indeed, the propaganda of the victors. And no wonder our would-be conquerors were scared! Vodou inspired the only successful slave revolt in history, defeating first the superior firepower and numbers of the French, and then the British a few years later. “Black magic” could be the only rational explanation …

It’s easy to see how the empire’s belief in the power of the rational mind to civilize “primitive cultures” would lead it to demonize Vodou. Vodou recognizes other dimensions much greater in scope than the narrow little world that, even now, our culture insists is the only true reality. Vodou, born in slavery, was more generous in its attitudes toward other beliefs. A profoundly adaptive belief, it absorbed other systems, adding to its pantheon of gods and rituals.

You can read this book as a history of the Vodou religion and the cultures that influenced it or explore the rich mythological landscape that it opens up to Western readers for the first time. But the real meal offered here is a journey into the essence of Vodou—how we can make contact with and attune ourselves to new spiritual realities. By use of elegant rituals and the focused creation of altars, we can all make contact with the loa, the guides from these dimensions.

These techniques naturally seem alien to us. In Christianity, use of altars and direct communication with God have been the prerogative of priests. In Vodou, direct contact is the way for everyone. Some of the details may seem crazy to us, but if we are to explore other cultures in any real depth, beyond our own culture’s matrix, we need to view them with unbiased eyes. For me, the great benefit of immersing myself in the exotic waters of such a rich system is the chance to step outside my own indoctrination and try out a new perception of life. When we do this we enrich our lives, enabling us to get a different perspective on some of our more limiting beliefs.

The two areas in which I am particularly beholden to Vodou are the use of altars and the trance state. I love using altars to focus my intention on what I want to bring into my life. They are a sacred, still space within the hubbub of daily affairs. Altars of bones, sculptures, images, drums, crystals—arranged in a way that means something to me—connect me to my source.

Trance is a place where I feel I can return to my source. It wipes the slate clean of all the bullshit I have accumulated, allowing me to step outside the limiting beliefs that compose my personality. It is a powerful primal state of intuition, creativity, and healing.

For the last nine years I have taught a system of movement called the Five Rhythms, devised by a brilliant Californian named Gabrielle Roth, whose background included the healing arts, theater, and dance. It is a system by which people can safely enter and exit trance states. I believe trance is the state many of us have gotten in touch with by using drugs. We know there is something out there that is more real than the dream we live in, and our spirits are magnetically drawn to it. Until this natural drive is addressed and given other healthier pathways, such as those shown in Vodou Shaman, drugs will remain the most popular shortcut.

The White Rabbit beckons at the entrance to the wormhole …

—TIM BOOTH, FORMER SINGER-SONGWRITER WITH THE ROCK BAND JAMESa
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To conquer fear is the beginning of wisdom.

—BERTRAND RUSSELL
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INTRODUCTION

FEEL THE FEAR AND READ IT ANYWAY

Mete hounsi yo deyo!

Houngan malouk O!

Mete hounsi yo deyo!
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Bring the initiates/faithful out!

The Houngan is strong!

Bring the initiates out!

—VODOU SONG OF INITIATION

Many people approach Vodou for the first time with a sense of fear or apprehension, which is not so surprising as Vodou has always been one of the most feared, ridiculed, and misunderstood of the shamanic traditions. The truth, however, will always dispel fear because fear feeds on ignorance and starves on a diet of fact. And so this is a book about the facts and reality of Vodou—its beauty as well as its ugliness, its ways of Power and its methods of healing.

You probably have your own ideas of what Vodou healing might entail, some of which, almost inevitably, you will have picked up from tabloid fantasies and Hollywood dreams. Perhaps these involve visions of bloodshed, sacrifice, voodoo dolls, and the living dead.

When I first began to explore Vodou twenty-odd years ago, I carried the same stereotypes about the religion and felt sure that I would encounter zombies and animal (and perhaps even human) sacrifice and have to deal with black magic rituals and pacts with the devil. Let me reassure—or maybe disappoint—you that none of that appears in this book, for the very good reason that most of those subjects are the stuff of mythology rather than fact.

The dancer Maya Deren, who spent some of her life in Haiti among the Vodou faithful, described myth rather beautifully, as “the twilight speech of an old man to a boy.”1 It is designed to evoke a mood, to conjure an essence, or sum up an experience, but very rarely to embody some absolute reality.

At the same time, all mythology must be based to some extent in fact, so I don’t want to mislead you into thinking that there is never any sacrifice in Vodou or that zombies do not exist. There is and they do, but probably not in the way you imagine. In fact, the reality is often more poignant and sometimes more disturbing to Westerners than many things the imagination might lead us to, as you may discover later on.

WHITE PRIEST

Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It is traditional (and only courteous) within Vodou to offer one’s credentials before beginning this journey of discovery.

My name is Ross Heaven, and I am a graduate psychologist, an ex-journalist, and the author of The Journey to You and Spirit in the City,2 two previous books on traditional spiritual practices and their applications in the problems of modern living. I tell you this to reassure you that I am not a religious fanatic who is trying to force Vodou upon you, or so prejudiced toward it that I cannot apply the objectivity of my psychological and journalistic training to the processes within Vodou. What I hope I can give you is an honest appraisal of the Vodou tradition and a fair introduction to its healing methods.

I have another name too: Bon Houngan Reve We Chemen Ginen. This is my sacred or “valiant” name (nom vayan) within Vodou, which was given to me by Houngan Yabofe Danise and Mambo Racine, the Haitian shaman-priest and priestess who formally initiated me into Vodou in January 2000. Translated from the Creole language (or Kreyol, as it is spelled in Haiti), Bon Houngan Reve We Chemen Ginen means “Good Priest Who Dreams the Road of Gine” (Gine is primal Africa, the Vodou concept of heaven or Eden, from where all life comes). Less poetically and in shorthand, my name means “Seer of Spirits.”

The fact that I have a Western and a Haitian identity means that I walk between the worlds, with one foot in each culture—the Western way of materialism and physical science and the Afro-Caribbean belief in a nonmaterial, spiritual universe where all true Power and healing, and indeed, all things, originate. Walking carefully between these worlds and representing the ways of each as fairly as I can is one of the aims of this book, and I hope I can do so with balance.

When you are initiated into Vodou, you become a “child” within a family of the living and the dead. The Houngan (oon-gun) and Mambo (mam-bow) lead the ceremony and they become your father and mother, but it is the loa (low-are), the spirits, who actually claim you as their child. I am the child of the loa Ogoun Badagris, who is negotiator, communicator, and seeker of balance among the spirits.

As far as I and the Vodou community that initiated me are aware, I was the first white priest of Vodou in Europe; that is, the first white man to be ordained as a Houngan. Even now I am one of only a handful of white men in the world who have been so ordained. Because of this my job, as it was given to me by the Vodou faithful, is to make this essentially oral tradition accessible to others, which, in the style preferred by the West, means writing about it.

I hope you will bear with me in my attempts to explain in the written word what has before now been passed on only in whispers and secret language from one initiate to another. Indeed, in some cases we will be discussing the ineffable—the things beyond definition, which have no name and cannot be understood in words—so your patience, as well as your dedication to the practical exercises in this book, are doubly appreciated. Only through practice, by experience, can we know that which is beyond words.

For my part, I have tried to make the healing practices of this faith as clear to you as I can by adapting their central tenets and essences so they are sensible to a Western readership, without detracting from the heart of their teachings or the Vodou vision of the world. You may find this challenging. When cultures collide it is always easiest to sink into what we know (or think we know) instead of opening to the new. I ask only that you are fair-minded and do your best to separate the habitual ways of the West from the other more ancient wisdom that is recorded here. This other wisdom may be of value to you as you engage with the modern world that in its boxed-off suburban take on what it means to be truly alive has forgotten so much.

THE CALL OF THE SPIRITS

My interest in the spiritual traditions goes back more than thirty years, to my early childhood. I was raised in Britain, in the shadow of the Black Hills, deep within the soul of Welsh mythology. Among trees and fields, streams and woodlands, the spirits of Nature were a daily part of my life. I knew from an early age that everything is alive and has its own spirit. In the countryside it is possible to see, in a way that city living so often obscures, that all things are connected and move, in their mysterious ways, as part of a circle—not in the rigidly compartmentalized and linear way that scientific rationalism would have us believe. I suspect that this realization was my first early break with consensus reality, as the simple experience of life around me proved each day that the world was rarely (if ever) the way our scientists, educators, politicians, and other “authorities” explain it to us.

I was lucky to have had this childhood, because the connection I felt to the Earth is something most of us in the modern world have lost. We no longer know our place in Nature, we rarely experience the world directly, and therefore it is far easier for most of us to merely accept the reality we are given through newspapers, TV, the educational system, and our other institutional ways of being, instead of discovering our truths for ourselves.

It wasn’t always this way. Not so very long ago in our native past our priests and seers were also people who understood the spirits of Nature and were taught by the trees and elementals. In the Celtic world they were called druids, and they worshipped not in man-made stone churches but in sacred groves and hollows in the land.

In surviving preindustrial and “uncivilized” communities of the world, it is the same story even today. The most powerful shamans of the Amazon are still taught by trees and rivers, just as the songlines of the Australian aborigines—the soul-songs of myth and meaning that speak of Earth’s creation by God and man and also of the interconnection between man and landscape. The great Native American medicine man Black Elk also spoke of all things—the sun and the moon, the clouds, the trees, animals and humans—being united through the “sacred hoop” of life, illustrating the universality of this connection to Nature, in which we sense the truth of a spiritual world behind the material one we know. Certainly, communion with Nature plays an essential part in the healing arts of Vodou, as you will see.

I received my degree in the 1980s at a university that is now a world center of excellence for transpersonal psychology. My interests at that time were the nature of self (what is this thing we think we are?) and the nature of reality (is there a fixed reality we can all subscribe to, or only unique experiences to which we try to put a common name?). In trying to answer these questions I started to look at how other cultures had approached them, and so my study of shamanism, Vodou, and other tribal practices began.

Of all the shamanic traditions I read about, Vodou was the black sheep, the one not even the scientists, anthropologists, and, particularly, the religious historians, could remain objective about. Because I was a young punk, the renegade reputation of Vodou appealed enormously to my rebellious nature! Having been raised in the countryside, where personal experience, exploration, and the romantic imagination were ingrained in the way of life, I have always been driven to discover reality for myself; just as children are enticed by the mystery of fire, I have always been especially drawn to those places and things that I am warned away from. I am particularly attracted when the warnings are couched in holier-than-thou terms that make the prejudice behind them transparent, as was often the case when Vodou was mentioned.

It was also obvious from the anthropological research that this fear of Vodou was tinged with awe for what seemed to be one of the most powerful of all the shamanic traditions. Here sorcerers (known as Houngans when good and Bokors when bad) had the ability to contact and, often, merge with the spirits of the dead, to defeat illness, and to counsel the people of their village with advice from the supernatural world. This advice could have come from no other source than a world beyond ours, as it contained information unknown to any other living soul and the healing that took place frequently defied Western medical knowledge.

The fieldwork quoted cases of people who were cured of sickness by witch doctors and medicine men using no more than drums and rattles, feathers and stone, and sometimes just the sweat from their brows or the touch of their hands. Often these illnesses were of such a nature and an intensity that our Western medical doctors would have struggled to find a cure, especially in such basic jungle surroundings, where they would have only the tools of the medicine man at their disposal.

Anthropologists who had experienced such healings spoke of people being brought back from the dead, as well as the Houngan’s Power to create the “undead,” the zombi, who is neither fully alive nor completely dead. All of this would be dismissed as nonsense by Westerners if it was not for the fact that men of science had seen it with their own eyes. But even then it remained inexplicable and mysterious, as these healings could not be easily slotted into any current scientific model. Whatever Power the Houngan had, it seemed vast and magical in the sense that it defied Western explanation.

I began to look more closely at the principles of healing and Power that these shamanic cultures embodied. The literature defined shamanism as a very ancient psychospiritual approach that uses communion with supernatural forces to create logic-defying episodes of healing and the ability to foresee the future. As a psychologist, though, I wanted to know what the Houngan was actually doing to create this healing.

My research into Vodou began, then, in the 1980s, and has continued over the past twenty or so years, during which time I have also put away the books and completed research on my own, studying with a number of Vodou practitioners who were prepared to teach me something about their healing arts. Perhaps inevitably, what began as academic interest has become a quest for personal and spiritual growth, as well as a search for fundamental human truths.

Two people in particular—Mambo Racine Sans Bout (Roots without End), a priestess of Haitian Vodou, and Ekun, a Santero (priest) of Santería, the Cuban form of Vodou—deserve special mention. Both have become close friends of mine over the years. It is rare that a week goes by that I do not talk with Ekun, while Mambo Racine is now my initiatory mother, the woman who oversaw my ordination into the Vodou priesthood so that I could become a Houngan myself.

“CORE VODOU” AND CULTURAL IMPERIALISM

In trying to pass on to you some of the truths I have learned, one of my greatest challenges has been to accurately reflect the nature and techniques of Vodou while at the same time disentangling them from the culture in which they are practiced. Vodou is a spiritual tradition of Africa and Haiti, but the Afro-Caribbean culture is not Vodou any more than the Western culture is Christianity. To understand Vodou we must look at it outside culture.

I have answered the question of separating Vodou from its culture in two ways: by structuring the book to include both accounts of my own personal experience of Vodou and direct experiental opportunities for the reader, and by distilling the wisdom of a number of Vodou traditions into a core system of Vodou that will be accessible to readers who have not grown up within the cultures from which it derives.

The Structure of This Book

You will notice that each chapter opens with a vignette that reflects my personal experience of the way things are done in Haiti. This is often very different from the acceptable Western way. Sometimes, as Tim Booth says in the foreword, it may even seem crazy to us. To make sense of this, I have written chapters that explore the essence of what is taking place, the function behind the form of the healing techniques employed. In this way I hope to set these techniques within a context we Westerners might better understand and make use of. As you read on you will see—and experience—what I mean.

Experience? Yes. Because in this book I will not only teach you what I know of Vodou, the secrets at the heart of the tradition that only the initiates learn, but also I will provide you with opportunities to use this knowledge, to apply its healing practices, and, to deepen your understanding of how Vodou heals and can help you empower yourself.

There is much ignorance about the Vodou faith, and the only way you will be able to decide if the prejudices attached to it are warranted is to experience it for yourself. Moreover, the only way to truly learn any new art is by experience. Simply reading about it can only take you so far. As the great Sufi mystic Rumi wrote, “There is no worse torture than knowing intellectually about Love and the Way.”3

To this end, every chapter finishes with a selection of “Vodou Lessons,” which are based on the practices and, sometimes, the secret teachings of Vodou. Of course, you do not have to attempt any of these exercises, but I think you will find them rewarding, enriching, and, perhaps, even enlightening. The first step toward real Power is to free the mind from the received wisdom of others and from our own fear of the unknown. This freedom will only come from experiencing the truth beyond the fear.

Core Vodou

Perhaps more controversially, I have tried to distill the wisdom of various Vodou traditions to arrive at an approach that we might, I suppose, call “core Vodou,” rather than focusing on any one tradition or culture in particular. This might seem rather mix-and-match to you, and I am aware that I may be accused of cultural imperialism and of borrowing various ideas and concepts from a number of different traditions in order to create a new brand of Vodou. Because I take these points seriously, I would like to deal with them.

Vodou, like most religions, is itself syncretic, which is to say that it has borrowed freely from other traditions over the years and now blends various African belief systems with those of Amerindian tribes, pre-Christian pagan beliefs, and even Catholicism. Vodou has always been an adaptive and evolutionary tradition because its followers have themselves changed over the generations. Originally, they were African villagers, and then became Caribbean slaves and, in some cases, later migrated as free men to various cities of the Americas and the world. The landscapes, cultures, and ways of life of these different territories have also meant different challenges, to which both the people and the spirits have adapted.

Madam Brigit, one of the Vodou loa, is an example of how these spirits have evolved over time. Originally worshipped in Ireland as part of our native Western shamanic traditions, Brigid was the goddess of poetry and smithcrafts, of creativity, inspiration, and healing. With the arrival of Christianity in Ireland, the church leaders tried—and failed—to stamp out the Celtic faith, and so absorbed some of its pagan deities into their own legion of saints. The much-loved Brigid became Saint Bridget, a lesser deity who, miraculously, had also become a follower of Christ.

Saint Bridget traveled with the Irish refugees who journeyed to Haiti to escape the famine, where she was immediately recognized as a powerful loa and absorbed into Vodou as Madam Brigit.

In Haiti she is able to heal people who are otherwise certain to die as a result of magical illnesses. She is also a fierce protector of her people, and often quite vengeful toward those who would try to hurt her “children.” In addition to curing an illness, she will frequently turn back to the originator the harmful magical spell that caused the problem, so that they get a taste of their own “bad medicine.”

Her lineage is preserved in Vodou in one of the songs, which simply states:

Maman Brijit, li soti nan anglete

[image: image]

Madam Brigit, she comes from England

Nowadays, as people with different spiritual backgrounds—Wiccans, shamans, as well as New Age seekers—take an interest in Vodou, the religion is changing again, because the traditions of Vodou become blended with those of these other root practices. Vodou is expansive and fluid enough to deal with these changes and is sure enough of itself to actively welcome them.

What concerns me in this book is not to preach Vodou to you, in the religious sense, but to offer you a perspective on what this tradition really is and involves, and how its techniques of healing, self-exploration, and empowerment can be of service to people in the modern West.

Healing, not religious indoctrination, is the purpose of this book. By working with the essence, or core, of these various traditions, I hope I have given you a book that is a useful to you on your own life journey, without (God forbid!) requiring that you also subscribe to a particular religious view.

I realize that this still leaves me open to the criticism of cannibalizing tribal belief systems and of encouraging you to do the same. In response to this I would say only that, for good or ill, we live these days in a global village, where cultural exchange takes place every day.

Some of this exchange, sadly, arrives and departs on the back of bulldozers driven by people from oil companies and fast-food chains into rain forests. Nonetheless, it is a romantic fantasy to believe that there is any tribe left on Earth that has not been exposed to Western ideas and contact, or that hasn’t passed on its own beliefs in return.

Even the Shuar, recognized as the “last unconquered people of the Amazon,” have not been immune to such exchanges. Mariano, one of the shamans quoted in John Perkins’s book The Spirit of the Shuar, makes the extent of this clear when he says, “Quite a bit has changed over time. Today we have machetes, guns, saws, and matches for lighting fires. These have made an enormous difference. … Our children and some older people have gone to school where teachers have told us how things are in the outside world, some of us have become curious, and we’ve tried some of these things. … In the past, the Shuar lived alone in the forests. This is still true, in part … but the mission and the airstrip are not far away.”4

The situation in Haiti is one of even more cultural exchange, because the island was occupied by Westerners—Spanish, French, Americans, and English—for centuries.

So what should we do with these tribal beliefs now that we are aware of them—ignore them? Or put them to positive, practical use in a way that makes sense within our own culture?

If we do choose to ignore them, there is a very real possibility that the wisdom of these tribal beliefs will be lost to us—and to the tribes themselves; the lessons to be learned must be disseminated by others who can carry their message (in a book or otherwise), where they can then be embraced and used by other members of the global village we share. Witness, for example, the tragic situation among Australian aborigines and Native Americans, where, largely as a result of inward-only Western influence, the indigenous connection with the spiritual has been largely lost as people move into the cities or are banished to reservations where alcoholism and drug addiction are now rife.

Many indigenous healers recognize these dangers and have requested, of me and of others, that their knowledge be taken back to the West and made available to the Western audience, so we can all help to “change the dream of the Western world”—for their good as well as ours. Because if we continue cutting down the rain forest in pursuit of corporate profits, there will soon be no indigenous culture left to save.

These are my reasons for proposing this system of “core Vodou.” I hope they are enough to satisfy my critics, but if they are not, I’ll do it anyway—because I was asked to by the Houngans themselves.

FEAR AND LOATHING IN LAS VODOU

From what you have read so far, I hope you sense that this is not a sensationalistic book and that, despite the stories you may have read, there is little to fear about Vodou. Indeed, once anything is properly understood, it becomes almost impossible (and certainly illogical) to fear it.

When I first took my daughter, Jodie, to the seaside, she was fourteen months old and we were on a beach in Wales. It was a beautiful summer’s day and I took off her shoes for her so she could run in the sand.

Immediately, she began screaming so loudly and clinging to me so frantically that I thought she had stepped on glass. It took me some moments to realize she was screaming because she had never experienced sand before and was afraid of how it felt. She was—literally—in unfamiliar territory, on unknown ground.

I tell you this story to illustrate that we are all subject to irrational fears. Of course, they only become irrational when our experience teaches us that there is really nothing to be afraid of. I doubt Jodie can now remember her first experience of sand. She explored that fear when she was less than two years old and came quickly to realize that sand would not hurt her. If you still have fears about Vodou, I ask only that you keep an open mind and at least have the courage of a small child as you also step onto new ground.

As well as fear, a lot of prejudice, and even hatred, surrounds the word Vodou. It is amazing how deep-seated these prejudices can be, so much so that we do not even recognize them as prejudice anymore—which is why we need to remain ever alert to our own judgments if we earnestly want to know the truth and not just reinforce the opinions of our culture and those who have socialized us.

If I tell you, for example, that one healing method used in Haiti today employs parts of an aborted human embryo, while another uses monkey glands, both of which are introduced into the bloodstream of the patient, you might well be horrified and shocked at these primitive healing techniques. What I am describing, however, are the ingredients of medical inoculations for hepatitis and polio, respectively—injections your own physician probably gave you at some time if you’ve traveled abroad. It is true that these treatments are used in Haiti, but probably to a much lesser extent than in London, New York, or even the town where you live.

Again, food rituals and sacrifice play a part in Vodou. One writer tells how a pig was aborted for her and she then ate the crisp-fried embryo. Disgusting? I agree. But what I am describing has nothing to do with Vodou, but is rather a culinary delicacy from southwest France. The embryo was extracted and killed not for any sacred purpose but so that a food writer (Nigella Lawson) could sample this gourmet feast, according to a report a recent U.K. newspaper.5

As these examples show, it is important to be alert to our prejudices before we pass judgment on Vodou, for the Western world will often have its own parallels to any Vodou practice we might find offensive, and, unlike in Haiti, the Western analogue will usually have nothing to do with the sacred and more to do with personal gain.
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Curious things happen at

the edges between worlds.

—JO MAY
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1

BETWEEN TWO WORLDS

Dreaming the Road of Gine

Kebyesou badji-m anwo

Badji-m anba!
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My temple is above

My temple is below!

—VODOU SONG OF FAITH IN CONNECTION AND INFINITE LIFE
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The peristyle (Vodou church) of Houngan Yabofe Danise and Mambo Racine is a short walk through a beautiful landscape of cane and palms. Behind it the rain forest sweeps majestically back toward the rugged purple hills and the turquoise of the still, warm sea, where fishermen make magical dives and can hold their breath for days, according to local legend.

The peristyle is the church of Vodou. A simple affair, this one is an open courtyard with a tin roof, supported by a wooden pole at its center. This pole, the porteau mitan, is the doorway, the edge between worlds, for the loa, the spirits who bring order to the cosmos. It is this pole that gives them their sacred entrance into the congregation, so they may take possession of the dancers, and spread their message of Love among the people.

At one end of the peristyle stand three crosses, erected by Yabofe to honour the loa with whom he works. It is these spirits who help him heal the people of his community.

The first is an ornate black iron cross for Baron, the enigmatic caretaker of the dead, whose appearances are marked by sexually suggestive dancing, the drinking of rum laced with twenty-one red hot chilies, and laughter, in paradoxical contrast to his somber duty as father of the ancestors, the sacred dead. Around this cross a gourd is hung. The cross is for the crossroads, the plane between life and death, death and rebirth, while the gourd is the cosmic womb from which all life is born. Beneath the cross is the corpse of a young man, taken by arrangement from a local morgue.

The next cross is wooden and has a child’s plastic doll hanging from it, which, in turn, holds a smaller dolly. This is the cross of Erzulie, loa of love and protection, who is another of Yabofe’s helping spirits. Beneath it is the corpse of a beautiful young woman.

The final cross is for Gran Bwa, the god of the forests and of Nature, the great natural healer of the loa. In the Haitian language the name Gran Bwa means “Big Wood,” which reflects his connection with the Power of Nature. The sexual innuendo is not lost on the Haitians. Big Wood suggests sexual Power, fertility, and the ability to give life. Next to this cross stands a tree, whose trunk has been painted white. Emerging from it, also painted white, and not noticeable at first, is a small wooden sculpture of a man in a round hat, who seems to be coming out of the tree. This is Gran Bwa himself, a spirit linked intimately with Nature, but reaching out to man.

All three crosses are stained, dusty, and weathered by the elements. There is nothing about them that Westerners would find attractive alongside our own gold and marble crosses and grand religious statements. But still these have a certain beauty to the Haitians. They are perfectly natural and do not stand as something to be admired from a distance and worshipped in and of themselves, but are functional tools for the religious service of a people who can reach out and touch the Power they represent, and let the Divine flood into their bodies.

Opposite the peristyle is a small graveyard of white tombs and crosses, some leaning with age. At the base of each sarcophagus a small square is cut into the stone so the spirits can blow through the tombs and not become caught there. This graveyard is the home of Baron; it is one of many such graveyards in Yabofe’s village where Baron and his family of the dead are welcome to take up residence before they are called to be part of the ceremonies of Vodou.

Behind the tombs is a white building, the heart of the Vodou church, which is decorated on the outside with bright murals of other loa sacred to Yabofe. To the left is the mermaid, La Sirene, queen of the underwater world, who rises from the waves alongside the ship of Agwe, the ocean god who represents the horizon and holds in balance the sky and the sea. Next to them is Ogoun, the warrior, here represented as Saint Jacques in the saddle of his white charger slaying a dragon at his feet.

Inside, at the very center of this building, is the djevo, a whitewashed room with a dirt floor, where we candidates for initiation will spend five nights and four days in seclusion as we sleep with the spirits and learn their secrets. The walls are painted with images of the angels who will watch over us at this time, blue cherub faces floating above wings without bodies, circling the walls and looking down on us.

Mambo Racine picks up a libation bottle decorated with sequins and icons and pours a little of the liquor—Holy rum—onto the ground, completing the small ritual of jete dlo in salutation to the spirits of this place. “Before you come in here for your initiations, you will die,” she laughs. “Then, in here, we cook you for the spirits, so they can pick you apart and consume you. Only then, when you are reborn, can you be a priest and know the secrets of Vodou—how to heal, how to work with the loa—lezenvisib [the invisible ones]. This peristyle is your mother, and the djevo is the womb that will give you birth.”

—HAITIAN JOURNALS, JANUARY 2000
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Initiation into Vodou is an arduous and sometimes frightening procedure, involving trials and challenges to your worldview and personal courage, as its origins are in the warrior traditions of Africa, which test “manhood” and physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual prowess before conferring the status of priest. This is only right and proper, for the priesthood in Haiti brings huge responsibilities and duties with it, and should not be taken lightly by anyone.

For those who earnestly want to know the ways of Vodou, however, initiation is also very necessary, because the secrets of the tradition and its healing Powers are passed only to initiates.

The Vodou lessons in this book, which have been adapted for a Western audience, will take you through the key stages of the initiatory procedure and are valuable in their own right. They also reveal more of the secret rituals and teachings than any other writings on this subject. But they will not make you an initiate; this status can only be conferred upon you in person and with the direct assistance of the loa. The key difference is experience, particularly of the djevo.

There is a saying in Haiti that when the anthropologists arrive, the loa leave. Vodou cannot be studied in that sense; it cannot be dissected and analyzed in the way our scientists and psychologists would like; it must be experienced. Nor can it be fully understood from the outside, as the real teachings take place within the djevo, the very heart of the Vodou church, where the anthropologists cannot go (only priests and initiates can experience the djevo).

For those who truly want to learn the ways of Vodou, this problem has been compounded because members of the priesthood cannot reveal the hidden knowledge that has been passed to them. No one may be completely open about what happens within the djevo, since all priests are sworn to secrecy and may not write or speak about these matters.

This secrecy has been the way of traditional cultures for generations. In his wide-ranging, though hugely ethnocentric, book on tribal culture, The Golden Bough, James Frazer points out that “Europeans have resided among savages for years without discovering some of their capital articles of faith.”1 The reasons for this are many.

First, these “savages” understand the nature and fragility of the human soul and how easily it is lost or damaged. A priest would be foolish indeed to willingly give away the secrets of his faith and make himself vulnerable to spiritual attack. “No inducement that can be offered is likely to tempt him to imperil his soul by revealing its hiding-place to a stranger. It is therefore no matter for surprise that the central mystery of the savage’s life should so long have remained a secret, and that we should be left to piece it together from scattered hints and fragments.”2

If these concerns of the Houngan to so forcefully protect his soul seem rather melodramatic and based on primitive superstition, I ask only that you withhold final judgment until you have read through this book, especially the chapters that concern the nature of Power and disease.

Second, Haiti has been, for much of its existence, a slave colony, where the practice of traditional spirituality was outlawed on pain of death. Many slaves were forcefully baptized into Catholicism while others were shot or beaten for daring to cling to their original faith. Such imperialism is the stuff of ruling elites—the Romans behaved in the same way toward the Christians before Christians became the elite. In such circumstances of threat and coercion, secrecy was not just a matter of choice; it was a matter of survival.

“Scattered hints and fragments” have therefore been the basis of much of the existing literature about Vodou, and this has led to many of the sensationalistic stories that have appeared about the religion over the last four hundred years. With so little to go on, writers have simply made it up. This, of course, has led to further prejudice toward the tradition and the culture and people of Haiti and, inevitably, to greater levels of secrecy by those who practice Vodou.

It is sad that such prejudice continues in these supposedly enlightened times. As long ago as the 1950s, the religious writer Mircea Eliade bemoaned the ethnocentricity of the West when it came to its exploration of other cultures. Half a century later, little has changed. Fewer than ten years ago, for example, one of Vodou’s most sacred religious sites at Bois-Caman, was desecrated and burned by Catholic priests and their zealous followers who had traveled from America to perform this act, all in the name of “love” and “the one true god.”

“Some strange sort of inferiority complex seems to inhibit us—the representatives of European culture—from talking about primitive cultures in just and unprejudiced terms. If we attempt to describe the logical coherence of an archaic culture and discuss its nobility or humanity without stressing the less favourable aspects of its sociological, economic or hygienic practices, we run the risk of being suspected of evasion or even obscuratism.”3

Recently, however, the Haitian people have realized that the way to tackle such prejudice is to address it by being open about what their tradition really is and does, and the practices it employs.

When I became a member of the Vodou faith, the priests and priestesses spoke proudly to their congregations about the white man who had come to join them, expressing their delight that a Westerner was treating their religion seriously and wanted to take its wisdom back to the West. There was also a recognition of the pressing need for someone to do so because of the deep wounds within our Western culture, the blood of which was beginning to cover the entire world. There was an earnest hope that Vodou might be able to heal our pain and the scars we carry by giving the West the one thing it currently lacks most: a connection to the spirit.

“America and England are wealthy countries,” said one Houngan, “but your people are starving in ways they do not even know. You have no community and no real love in your countries and so crazy things get made and the people get greedy and sick. Wars begin because people are hungry in their souls for power. They want only their ideas and dreams to run the world. But they do not know what to do with this power or how to use it when they have it, except to create more sickness and war. Their hunger is never fed because they do not know how to feed their souls.”

How true these words turned out to be. Less than three years after they were spoken to me, we find ourselves involved in yet another “world war,” this time against terrorism, and in which power (and the lack of it) is, once again, at the root of our suffering, as one half of the world fights for ideological supremacy over the other. How little we have progressed since 1945. In a world like this, healing is the best shot we have at peace.

VODOU IN THE MODERN WORLD

It is a basic principle of Vodou that initiation into the priesthood is not the end of the learning process, as it is when people enter the religious priesthoods of the West; rather, it is the beginning of a lifelong process to become a Bon Houngan—a good priest. Initiation opens the connection to the spirits, but to become spiritual may take a lifetime.

Since initiating I have deepened my study of Haitian Vodou as well as explored other Vodou traditions. I have been heartened too that many other people are now beginning their own spiritual journey into the Afro-Caribbean shamanic traditions. Since I returned from Haiti a dozen or so British and European men and women, and as many Americans, have made the same journey to the Caribbean to take part in the same ceremonies as I did, and I have a growing family of brothers and sisters around the world who are also the children of Mambo Racine and of the loa they serve.

Vodou is also beginning to enter popular culture in a way that is more positive than at any other time in its history. A few months ago, for example, I watched a television documentary by ex-Spice Girl Melanie Brown (Mel B.), who traced her ancestry back to Benin in Africa and consulted with a number of priests and healers while she was there. The documentary was called Voodoo Princess, and Vodou was portrayed as a very gentle, beautiful religion that is empowering and healing for its followers. Even more recently I was asked to consult on a feature film called London Voodoo, about an American family who suffers spiritual problems after it moves to London. Finally, they call in a Vodou priest to help them. Unprecedentedly, the priest is the good guy in this film.

Vodou has captured the public imagination, I believe, because, once understood, its Ways of Power are undeniable and the truths behind its teachings remain relevant and accessible to every modern seeker.

Though Vodou is a religion in structure, it is, at heart, a spiritual discipline. It does not require unchallenging loyalty to a dogma that, in cases of fundamentalism, can kill not only the individual spirit of the follower but also the physical body, as we have seen throughout history with the various campaigns of the Christian churches and, more recently, the suicide bombings that have become almost daily events in our recent wars.

Instead, Vodou remains fluid and adaptable to life and the needs of its followers, in almost a Taoist way. It works with what is, not with what should or shouldn’t be. Its myths and legends speak of heroes who have used their own Powers of belief and internal strengths to overcome external forces that were oppressing their lives. Its healing engages the sick person in acts of empowerment, in the knowledge that physical change can only come from physical action in a physical universe. In all of these ways, it is the individual and not the dogma that is important.

This is very refreshing for Western seekers who have walked some way along their path in search of answers. We all start with ourselves, with an inkling, a suggestion, that there might be more within us. We are raw and unformed at this stage. Attracted by angels and whispers of Power, we seek out miracles and masters who can teach us. We witness adepts who walk through fire, transform their bodies into animals and energies, throw themselves from cliffs into an abyss and arise unharmed from the rubble of themselves. I have seen all of these things too, but none of it has helped me, and none of it will, until I do it for myself. And so we come full circle to meet ourselves again and realize our own Power. Our answers will not be found in what others can do or in what they teach, because the important question remains: what will I allow myself to do, to be, to know, and to become?

Perhaps Vodou has some suggestions for you. Its approach stresses stopping the rational mind, overcoming mental chatter, and getting beyond the dogma of reality, so we can touch the Infinite within us, our connection to all there is, and, finally, to embrace our Power.

If you choose to explore this tradition, there has never been a better time. But first things first. How do you even spell the name of this tradition? Is it Vodou or voodoo?

There is confusion over this in the West. Films and newspapers usually favour voodoo, and use this spelling to refer to anything that has any associations with black magic or witchcraft, or, at best, African-derived spirituality. In fact, Voodoo is a particular form of the tradition (that of New Orleans), and, if anything, is less directly associated with African spirituality than many of the other branches of the religion, such as Candomble or Obeah.

I prefer the use of Vodou, with the capital letter, because this is a religion, just like Buddhism or Catholicism, and deserves the same respect






	Vodou is a terrifying dark art similar to black magic and Satanism, which involves sacrifice, harming others through the use of voodoo dolls, unholy fetishes, and the creation of undead zombies.

	It is a laughable practice undertaken by hysterical and uncivilized primitives and those in the West gullible enough to believe such nonsense.
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