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INTRODUCTION

Spirit is a metaphysical force that cannot be touched or tasted, only felt. Spirit connects us to this chain of ether through our own life force; Spirit lives within us. It is indestructible and our connection to this invisible force is innate. Our heartbeat remembers Spirit. And perhaps, this intertwinement of intuitive knowing that lives within our physical body is what has propelled us into a spiritual renaissance in the 21st century. Before our eyes, we’re noticing a breakaway from previous dogmas that have threatened to destroy the bridge between us and our ancestors. Colonial imperialism, enslavement, and forceful religious conversion were all attempts to separate us from the stories that brought light to our lineage and culture. Due to these attempts, many Black people, both on the continent and in the diaspora, now struggle with a sense of homelessness. Assimilating into a world that attempts to demonize and forcefully remove Spirit from our bones has only left us with emptiness. It has left us yearning—thirsty to quench ourselves with sustenance that reaches deep into our hearts.

In this age, we’re remembering. Perhaps, we’ve already been remembering.

 When enslaved Africans from across the continent were packed into ships like cargo, Spirit came with them. Spirit was there with them when they were thrust onto strange lands, with only the ocean separating them from all they have known. Spirit was a witness when they were forced into treacherous labor that deprived them of their humanity. In order to survive and protect themselves from wickedness, Spirit had to change form. Enslaved Africans who venerated their indigenous divinities had to be clever, thus adapting their practice to current lands behind the oversight of their Catholic and Protestant oppressors. And so occurred the birth of diasporic spiritual practices such as Hoodoo, Conjure, Palo Mayombe, Regla de Ocha, Lucumí, Òrìsà Baptist, Haitian Vodou, Obeah, 21 Divisions, and many others. These diasporic spiritual practices showcase the impenetrable body of our ancestors who refused to be forgotten and their profound ability to adapt. They interacted with the spirits in their new environment that lived within the plants, rivers, mountains, and forests—and they learned the spirits’ names. They befriended them. In exchange, these spirits provided them with wisdom that was instrumental in the successful slave revolts and rebellions that occurred in the diaspora and those who led them such as Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian Revolution, Harriet Tubman and her assistance with the Underground Railroad, and the Jamaican Maroons led by Queen Nanny. We give thanks to these Great Ancestors and their innate body-memory of Spirit, pulling them into the fight for Black resistance against racial oppression.

Because of the historical uses of spirituality, many of us practice our ancestral spirituality without realizing it. Now it’s time to dive into the journey of intentional knowledge through honest study, which brings you to books like Spirits Come fromWater: An Introduction to Ancestral Veneration and Reclaiming African Spiritual Practices.

I wrote Spirits Come from Water with the intention of initiating the remembering of African spirituality for both the diaspora and continentals. We all must do our part in abandoning colonial idealism and remembering what Elder Malidoma Patrice Somé would coin as our spiritual technology. This book attempts to enrich the reader with thorough, down-to-earth answers to common questions that normally occur for those on the path to ancestral remembrance and African spirituality. Reflections end each chapter to give readers a chance for inner introspection regarding the content, in addition to mindful exercises to put into practice what you’re learning in real time. The spiritual philosophy of Spirits Come from Water is anchored through the lens of the Ifá and Òrìsà traditions. Flowing throughout the pages are my familial anecdotes and lineage stories hailing from Urhobo and Edo land. My personal accounts of ancestral wisdom reside in this book, flanked by poetic expression and prose at the beginning of each chapter.

Artistic creativity is the heartbeat of Spirit. Art is not what Africans do, but how we live. Similar to how drums carry the archive of spiritual resilience and expression or how oríkì, praise poetry, carries the cultural heritage of a people passed down generations, this book nods toward the inseparability of art and Spirit. Within this book is an introduction to this ancestral journey, utilizing the artistic spirit to breathe life into the text. The poetry serves as a pause for contemplation before each chapter to ground the spirit toward more awareness of the chapter’s content. These breaks allow us to digest the information without feeling overwhelmed by the journey. You don’t have to read this book in one sitting or in traditional chapter-by-chapter ways. Take it bit by bit; there’s no need to rush through this journey. Allow Spirit to take the lead and ancestral guidance will certainly unfold for you. Welcome home, to this space of spiritual reclamation of your ancestral legacy. All is already well.

YOUR MOTHER, A SHAPE-SHIFTER

Do you remember the stories from your mother?

And her mother and her mother

While you were within her womb

beneath bones and skin?

Her whispers while curled up in uterus?

When you mistook her voice to be god.

But she was

to you.

Your mother is a storyteller.

With teeth clenched and her tongue wrapped

around each climax and cheek,

She breathes

and finally frees you.

Do you remember the stories from your mother?

She remembers you.

Her mother and her mother do.

When she carried you on her spine

 Clothed in ankara and lace

on the way to the marketplace

she whistles upward to the heavens

a song

that you swore only angels knew

but she was one

to you.

Your mother is a market woman

and with hands filled with cowries and coral beads

she brings wealth with all parts of her body.

Do you remember the stories of your mother?

Your father will tell you it first

the way her silhouette reminded him of the ocean,

him a ship, her the wind,

him adjusting his feet in order to survive her.

A tale of where land and water meets,

 a sailor that worshiped the tide,

surrendered to her feet.

Your mother is a lover.

Dressed in waist beads and serpentine,

a type of love sweeter than what Mami Wata could bring.

Do you remember the stories of your mother?

She remembers how things used to be.

Before journeying across the world

with cards as green as her eyes could see

in a land filled with suffering disguised as opportunity

with skin blacker than they would like

an accent thicker than they like

her wallet as empty as they like

her heart half beating,

her wrists tied together,

her palms open asking for more.

 Your mother is a foreigner

and with cradles forming in her belly

and chains swallowed down her throat

she will assimilate in order to save you

to save me

because my mother is a foreigner.

And I remember the stories from my mother.

On her bedside, on the school night

when our home was filled with ghosts

while she struggled with homesickness,

an illness

of eating pilgrimed words

I watched how she vomited up the stories of her mother and her mother

her ancestors swimming in her stomach

her lineage hungry for

venerance,

remembrance,

our gods yearning,

the walls were listening,

spirits seeking vengeance,

cutlasses dancing on her tongue,

body memory of machetes and rubber trees,

palm oil and water steam,

when the river spat out mermaids

and copper rings,

when the earth masqueraded with yellow mango leaves.

Make sure you pass down the stories from your mother.

Like her mother and her mother would do.

Keep them close, let them heal you.

Your mother remembers you.

And with ears open and eyes watching

her stories will live way beyond you, too.




Chapter 1

HOMESICKNESS

We’re born into the world with Spirit attached to our hips and toes. Spirit leaves stories in the body, and our growing pains are simply the experience of remembering. We remember the feeling of spirit and get drawn into the journey of reconnection—almost by force for many of us. Within our bones plays a hypnotic memory of our ancestors and the way our lineage danced with the Creator. The way our lineage extended their light to the Creator with open hands, the way this light shines back down onto us. We learn of the sacrifices that created new opportunities for survival for descendants, we learn of the blessings that enclose our lineage with grace—we remember the feeling. And this is the feeling that returns us back to them. It is the feeling that teaches us how to properly survive.

My family has focused on the feeling their entire life, particularly my mother. A peculiar woman with feet curled into herbs and roots, her strength bouncing off banisters and scaffolding, scaring away aloof boys who attempted to challenge her in Ibadan city. With Urhobo parents, she was raised Christian with a merger of indigenous spirituality in Okpara Inland.

 There’s a family shrine in Delta State that was cemented into place by my Great Ancestor centuries ago. My Great Ancestor resides in a hall, built by descendants persistent on preserving his legacy. The elders use the hall to coordinate family meetings regarding any matter that affects the lineage via its living descendants. Oral stories speak of my Great Ancestor’s accolades, a great hunter with spiritual power. The people remember him as a mighty man who didn’t have much use for his guns or dogs; his power alone was enough to command animals into submission. Rumor has it, his strength extended to the skies, blessing him with the ability to alter the weather if needed.

He’s buried beneath a grand sculpture of his likeness, the expression firm, regal, and waiting, as if he’s been standing by for decades, just for your presence. The hall holds pillars illustrated with machetes and mirrors. If you’re silent enough, you could hear the distant murmurs of barking dogs, wailing for their beloved owner. The greatest gift this ancestor left behind was the water. My mother would tell me stories about how our collective ancestors created covenants with water spirits for protection. She spoke dreamily of a mermaid with a white tail and how our ancestors venerated them with absolute devotion. Being as they resided near rivers and ocean, this relationship allowed many of my ancestors, who were fishermen, to not experience undesirable water conditions while on boats. It was this sacred covenant that prevented our bloodline from dying by water. My mind drifts to the experience I had as a young child: the moment where I adventurously ran toward the ocean, oblivious to the fact that I couldn’t swim. Easily, the waves overtook me, and the light dimmed as salt engulfed my tastebuds and lungs.

 After the water swallowed me, I don’t remember a thing but waking up on the beach’s shore surrounded by concerned family members. My childhood experience was the execution of water’s promise for my lineage—life. Survival. As an adult, I think gratefully back to my Great Ancestor and the shrine house that was created from gravel and concrete. I think about the water divinity that ensures the well-being of their blood, even after the time passage of centuries.

Within the shrine’s sacred walls, which is carefully shielded from the sun, is the home of a water spirit who wields machetes sharp enough to slice away unforeseen obstacles. A water spirit with the volatility of a hunter, with black eyes watching, even in darkness. Water remembers their children with protective defense, such as this water spirit that carefully shields the lineage as it did my Great Ancestor. This spirit is family, my mother always reminds me. The spirit’s focus was the preservation of its spiritual wisdom through my ancestral lineage. Thus, no outsiders were allowed—only those with a direct bloodline that extended back to my Great Ancestor were capable of harnessing its secrets; picking its lineage priests through dreams was the usual method to preserve its traditions. This intentional mystery is why I am averse to sharing its name or further details about this water spirit; it specifically avoided Western interception for a reason. Cherishing the boundary of ancestral spirits and not sharing too much of oneself is also how we’re entrusted with more ancestral wisdom as a descendant.

This water divinity was incredibly aware of the politics of the environment, as most spirits are. The story of its calculated Western avoidance originated in colonial Nigeria, when the British were planning to imperialize Nigeria. This spirit took note of the atmosphere of the region and jumped into the dreams of one of my ancestors while they slept. It shifted its form into a woman while in the dream and cried, “Wake up! You must hide me. They’re coming to take me away!”

After being awoken by such an alarming dream, my ancestor enlisted the help of her family to protect the shrine from being looted by the British. They made the shrine taller and heavier, ultimately making it unmovable for British soldiers who desired to sell shrines to the black art market and art institutions. This ancestral story is also definite proof that these sculpted vessels representing various spirits are alive, not just inanimate objects. The vessels are their vehicle, in which spirits are able to tangibly ground themselves in the environment to protect and bless their devotee. Spiritual power creates physical changes. This is why colonialism’s first step was religious conversion by separating individuals from their ancestral tools. This step was the most violating and profane experience for Africans on the continent.

[image: ]

One of the reasons why the Western world was so successful in the imperialism of Africa and other continents is they facilitated a particular kind of spiritual dismemberment. Imperialism had a strategic plan for destruction because those in power had ancestral practice; they began with their own lands, crushing and burning Pagan native traditions in Europe. They decimated carriers of their practice entirely until their divinities became myths—beings frozen in time and only unfolded by scholarly study. Imperialism was the gatekeeper, severely punishing us for the ways we commune with spirit.

My father, who was a child in Edo state during the time Nigeria gained its independence, would speak stories of how the soldiers would go through the villages with money, manipulating children and teenagers to dispose of their family’s Èṣù, a powerful divinity that oversees choice and the crossroads, in garbage bins with the influence of monetary payment. The forced separation of Spirit for financial gain against the well-being of the oppressed was primitive and tyrannical.

The forceful removal of ancestral shrines is a common punishment indigenous spiritual practices face in a reality that wants to eliminate them completely. Such was the equal fate of the Benin Empire, a Kingdom that resided in modern-day Nigeria; the Edo are the descendants of the Benin Kingdom. The Kingdom of Benin was famously known for its artistic traditions of bronze castings. The bronzes were intricate, artisan pieces that were equally powerful, spiritual items used for ancestral altars and sacred rites. This spiritual art created a visual archive of ancestral heritage and wisdom for the people of the empire. Unfortunately, due to the British’s colonial overtaking of the region, and its increasing conflict regarding trade with the empire, this spiritual technology would be removed from its resting place by catastrophic means.

In 1897, the Punitive Expedition began, which was a forced invasion of the Benin Kingdom by the British to capture the king and destroy Benin City by fire. The siege would ultimately sanction the kingdom’s fall into colonial British rule. This invasion would also open up the kingdom’s compound to be ransacked and looted by British soldiers, displacing more than 10,000 royal art and sacred ancestral items—a majority residing within the British Museum. The arson would burn down the Great Walls of Benin, an architectural masterpiece. Its ashes incite a particular black grief within the body. A grief of our histories being forcefully ripped underneath us, mixed with an everlasting elixir of hope—a hope for the earth to realign itself.

When you deprive individuals of their spiritual technology, you open them up to a kind of cultural vulnerability that pokes holes within their strength. Disrupting their ability to reach for the Divine allows their spiritual fortification to become easily compromised. As a result, you expose them to mental brainwashing, opening up the vulnerable to easily succumb to any oppressive regime imposed on them.

This is why remembering is incredibly important for the Black spirit. It’s imperative that we hold close to our cultural stories and take pride in the ways we pass down oral heritage. In a colonized world, there is a common misconception that written history is superior to oral retellings. This perspective alienates those of African descent because our traditions favor memory and communal continuation of stories as ancestral preservation. African wisdom is not lesser due to the lack of written documentation; I’d argue that it’s what increases its richness and sentimentality for the cultural stewards. It makes the retelling sweet to the ears when it comes from the mouth of the griot, transforming the speaker’s heart in the process. My father’s racing mind would seem to slow down when he would recount the moments of his mother. I saw how his eyes would focus, slightly somber as he would remember her face like she was standing before him, an apparition of love. Gentle memories of time spent at her farm would flood his mind. My father would reminisce on the way she would bathe him with fresh herbs, and soon enough, he was seemingly transported decades back; him as a teenager, picking out ripe vegetables while his mother was at the market. He could smell the soil and feel the foliage on his fingertips. My father was at home here; his mind and body stored family recollections that survived long after my grandmother’s death. He would reach back to her through the gardens he planted in our backyard, an ancestral talent he now inherited to commune with her across planes. Ancestral remembrance can be the intentional embodiment of family hobbies, like how farming was for my father. It’s through these hobbies we welcome a physical sensation of oneness with our ancestral lineage and also a chance at newfound abundance that would have been otherwise untapped. Prosperity arrives when we simply incorporate the creative activities of generations past.

In order for us to truly reclaim our practices, we must focus on the feeling. Our ancestors and their stories are not something that can be tangibly felt, but intuitively experienced through the bridge of Spirit. Focusing on the feeling was how my mother, at the brink of death, returned to her body in a dream.

It was in Ibadan where my teenage mother was struggling with a fever that seemed to loom over her without relief. She wore white cloth and cowries covered in herbal medicine; these were all prescribed to keep her spirit going. One day my mother fainted suddenly, beads of sweat accumulated on her forehead as she was unresponsive, and she awoke in the spiritual world. She examined her surroundings and noticed a house nearby that was surrounded by fresh gardens and grass. An elderly couple exited the house and looked at her with a bewildered expression. They locked glances. My mother, who was already uncertain by this interaction, patiently waited for the woman to speak.

The elderly woman eyed her attentively and firmly said, “You are too young to be here.” The woman sighed, shifting her gaze to the man next to her who held an amused expression. “This is my husband,” she declared to my mother. “Return back to your father and tell him my name.”

Urgently, the couple instructed her to run in the other direction, citing that she was not of age to venture toward the death that sickness was trying to bring her in the dreamscape.

She woke up from her fevered dream startled, surrounded by her parents and concerned siblings, and relayed in vivid detail what she saw in her sleep. My grandfather would confirm her accounts, stating that the elderly couple were his own parents, who passed away when he was a teenager—long before my mother’s own birth. There was a silent hum that filled the room; empty space was replaced with contentment. A mutual consensus came throughout the household—it was Spirit that saved her life.

Spirit would also save my mother’s hope that seemed to dwindle upon immigrating to the United States with her husband and children. Being raised in a more communal environment, the isolation that the new country provided my mother was incredibly staggering. The selfish, individualistic mindset ingrained into society created a vacancy within my mother’s heart. Life became cold and destitute; she lost the warmth in her eyes, and her smile became a hymn for yearning. At this moment, she was without her traditional prescriptions that could help her survive this deep-rooted homesickness that was now affecting her health. But she had her voice. She had her memories, and with her children as witnesses, she called down the ancestors every night through her stories.

I remember how her voice would boom, ricocheting off banisters while ghosts walked through the walls to meet us, all cradled up at the edge of her bed on a school night. We were hypnotized by the way our mother could create portals for spirits to travel in, with no tools other than the spoken word. She chanted and beckoned the eyes of the Creator with only her tongue on those nights. The recalling of water spirits seemed to incite shadows of mermaid tails and river tides on her room ceiling. I watched how she would take a throaty exhale at the end of it, her shoulders gently collapsing after carrying her ancestors on her back. A look of satisfaction would appear on her face while the ghosts retreated into the walls. The air around us would settle. She breathed. She healed herself this way.

My mother alchemizing her solace without physical tools and with just the energy of remembrance when she told us stories of her lineage is a major example of how Spirit lives. How Spirit is passed down in discreet ways, areas of resistance, all living within the body. It is the feeling that frees us. It is the remembering that keeps us from slipping into hollowness. Even without physical tools, it is the remembering that becomes a particular kind of African traditional medicine. Oral retelling and body memory shake hands, fortifying the spiritual aptitude of its owner; preserving it from the virus of forgetfulness.

[image: ]

It is the lack of acknowledgment of Spirit that becomes a disease; it invades the human body with forgetfulness, swallowing up our naturalistic environment as a result. The

imperialist-minded created a deprivation of Spirit; by housing stolen spiritual art in institutions, they showed their ignorance of seeing these works as alive and sentient. Just like how our spirits embody a human form to take part in earthly pleasures, Divinities create a home and resting place Earthside through these physical vessels. Could you imagine yourself behind glass? To be visually consumed by an audience who is oblivious to your stories, who is unable to recite the hymns of your legacy that were cherished by your community. Imagine a half-life being gazed upon by those unacquainted with the knowledge of your full spiritual capabilities, ignorant to how your presence would uplift those deeply devoted to your sacredness. What a hollowing existence that would be.

A popular argument for the continued displacement of spiritual items is usually summarized to “How else could the public see these works?” But perhaps we don’t need to see them. I ponder what there is to truly delight in witnessing spiritual tools out of form; tools still and static, unable to sincerely express their full potential through traditional rites. Especially when it’s no longer connected to the feeling but to capitalistic, exhibitional voyeurism. Consumership has become another way for the art industrial system to participate in spiritual kidnapping and sheltering of these divinities. Many of these spiritual vessels are created with wood, earthenware, and other natural materials; they innately respond to Earth’s lifecycle. Some of these artworks are not meant to live forever but to return to the earth and therefore be re-created—like all living things that have a finite time limit. Museums usually conserve their indigenous spiritual works, pushing them into living beyond time periods that would be unusual otherwise. The West’s archival desire can at times enter the domain of unnecessary immortality, especially regarding spiritual art.

These divinities are alive, and they are equally aware of the spiritual war that threatens them and the people they govern. Similar to the foreign rehoming of African ancestral art was the physical displacement of at least 15 million Africans through the Maafa, also known as the transatlantic slave trade. Though we have some documentation, we will never come to fully understand the true horror of enslavement. It was a tragedy that impacted displaced Africans and threatened to break their bodies and spirit, leading to inherited trauma that has impacted their descendants for generations. Though we experienced the revolution of Spirit that was reborn through various diasporic practices like Hoodoo, Haitian Vodou, and Obeah, the liberating results of such treachery doesn’t forgive the means.

I’ve encountered various individuals within the diaspora who justifiably experience frustration, grief, and even anger about the idea
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