
[image: ]


The Wisdom of Ifá




The Black Atlantic Cultural Series: Revisioning Artistic, Historical, Literary, Psychological, and Sociological Perspectives

Series Editor: Emily Allen-Williams, Director, Educational Research Analysis & Consultation, LLC

This series will embrace exploratory discussions that emanate from the latest Africana ideas from the Caribbean, Black Atlantic, and Southern United States. The series aims to examine ideologies, theories, aesthetics, and their cultural and global manifestations. From the music, dance, literature, fashion, linguistic nuances, and beyond, Africana culture is vibrantly original and requires significant documentation to avoid its loss in the vast imitation that abounds nationally and internationally.

RECENT TITLES IN THE SERIES:

The Wisdom of Ifá: An Ancient Paradigm for the 21st Century and Beyond, edited by Eric M. Bridges, LaJuan Simpson-Wilkey, and Sheila Smith McKoy

Health, Parenting, and Community Perspectives on Black Fatherhood: Defying Stereotypes and Amplifying Strengths, edited by Tasha L. Alston, Brianna P. Lemmons and Latrice S. Rollins

Art and Ritual in the Black Diaspora: Archetypes of Transition, by Paul A. Griffith

Recovering the African Feminine Divine in Literature, the Arts, and Practice: Yemonja Awakening, edited by LaJuan Simpson-Wilkey, Sheila Smith McKoy, and Eric Bridges

Philosophy and the African American Modern Freedom Struggle: A Freedom Gaze, by Anthony Neal

Afro and Indigenous Intersectionality in America as Nomen: Intersectionally Black by Larry Miles




The Wisdom of Ifá

An Ancient Paradigm for the
Twenty-First Century and Beyond

Edited by Eric M. Bridges,
Sheila Smith McKoy, and
LaJuan Simpson-Wilkey

LEXINGTON BOOKS

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London



Published by Lexington Books

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE

Copyright © 2025 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.]

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Bridges, Eric M., editor. | Simpson-Wilkey, LaJuan, editor. | Smith McKoy, Sheila, editor.
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We dedicate our book to the memory of HRM Oba Adejuyigbe Adefunmi II,

The Oba of Oyotunji Yoruba Village, South Carolina, United States of America.

May HRM soar into the ancestral realm.
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Introduction

Eric M. Bridges, Sheila Smith McKoy, and LaJuan Simpson-Wilkey

The Wisdom of Ifá: An Ancient Paradigm for the Twenty-First Century and Beyond is an exploration of the wisdom of Yoruba spirituality to address the needs of humanity in the twenty-first century and beyond. Ifá is the divinatory system used by traditional Yoruba people to solve issues and problems that humanity faces. The Ifá corpus is an extensive repository of ese or poems that hold the entire wisdom of all existence. In this repository, we find the challenges and respective solutions that all things in creation face and the solutions for these challenges. This offers tremendous wisdom to the world because, as a global civilization, we face geopolitical strife, climate change, human rights issues, hunger at a scale that is unprecedented, nuclear threat, and a host of other issues that have the potential to end existence. Humankind stands at a precipice, probably a moment in earth’s history that we have never experienced. As we look back on the past 500 years of global civilization, we have witnessed the destruction of thriving civilizations and ecosystems that sustain us, primarily due to European/Western imperialism. It is time for us to embrace the wisdom of our Ancestors, specifically our African ancestors, and the knowledge pathways that they have given us to see ourselves through this pivotal time in cosmic history. Ifá offers a roadmap for us as a global society to navigate and chart new paths for humanity. Even though things on planet earth appear insurmountable, Ifá says that there will always be life if we, as a human species, decide to run to Ifá.

The wisdom of Ifá has its origins in the Yoruba culture of western Africa. Due to the Maafa—the Transatlantic Slave Trade—Ifá’s wisdom and study have spread throughout the world to places as diverse as Brazil, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Venezuela, Mexico, Japan, Great Britain, France, Trinidad and Tobago, Paraguay, and the United States of America. Today, it is estimated that 90–100 million people worldwide rely on the wisdom of Ifá to guide their lives. In traditional Yoruba society, decisions that must be made for the benefit of the nation require that an Ifá idafa (divination) be done. This is the power and influence that this beautiful wisdom tradition has in West African culture. It is through Ifá that we have a connection to the totality of nature so that we may live harmoniously with the natural world and thrive as humans.

It is through Ifá that we can rewrite and forge new destinies that empower us, our families, communities, and the world. Given the immensity of Ifá’s wisdom, we as a human civilization can chart new destinies. This text will examine how the wisdom of Ifá is used to address the myriad challenges that we will face in this century and beyond. Our goal is to present new paradigms using Ifá as a source of wisdom to guide humanity toward liberation.

Given its focus on applying Ifá strategies to resolve contemporary global issues, the volume will also be a valuable addition to the study of global spiritualities and contemporary praxis. It is an essential work for anyone who is interested in creating what Dr. Martin Luther King called, the Beloved Community in our respective communities and nations. The various authors that have contributed to this work think it is a unique collection that is reflective, compassionate, and forward-thinking. It will possibly be one of the first books that explores how an African traditional religion can be used to address issues such as climate change, geopolitical strife, and global inequities. As practitioners of Ifá tradition and culture, as well as scholars, we have an insider’s perspective on the healing potential of this ancient wisdom.1
 The world needs Ifá’s sacred wisdom.

We anticipate The Wisdom of Ifá: An Ancient Paradigm for the Twenty-First Century and Beyond will enrich and expand the corpus of works focused on Ifá, its applications, and its relevance in the present moment. As we have noted, while there is a growing body of work focused on understanding Ifá, there is still a gap in relation to its expanding reach, global presence, and responsiveness to contemporary human concerns. The growing popularity and the history of its persistence around the world suggest that there is both additional work to do and that this volume will come at a critical time in the field. The Wisdom of Ifá: An Ancient Paradigm for the Twenty-First Century and Beyond will, therefore, appeal to a broad range of audiences and contribute to a fuller understanding of this rich tradition. May Ifá mend our broken world.

Note


	1. All interviews are anonymized in chapter 8.





Chapter 1


 An Interview with Dr. Wándé Abímbólá


Eric M. Bridges and Stephen Agyemang-Koehler

Ogunwándé Abimbólá, also known as Wándé Abímbólá, is the Awise Agbaye of the Ifá priesthood. It was an honor for me and Stephen Agyemang-Koehler, an undergraduate student at Clayton State University, to interview Dr. Abimbólá. Throughout his prolific life, Dr. Abimbólá has authored texts that have given the world an understanding of Ifá as a literary system and culture. He has been an educational administrator, senator in Nigeria, and the consummate philosophical sage who has mentored generations of scholars and priests. In his seminal work, Ifá Will Mend Our Broken World, Dr. Abímbólá was interviewed by Dr. Ivor Miller on his ideas on the global implications and influence of Ifá on present-day world affairs. Miller’s interview with Dr. Abímbólá provided a discussion about wide-ranging issues of Yorùbá life, religion, and culture in West Africa and the Americas (Abímbólá, 1997). In many ways, this is a continuation of this groundbreaking conversation.

Eric M.  Bridges: I know many people have asked you about your life and your personal narrative, but for young people like Stephen, who may not know your narrative, could you share your personal story?

Wándé Abímbólá: I was born into a family of people very much rooted in our culture. Both of my parents, my father and mother, were not Christians or Muslims. The village where I lived, where I was born, no one was Christian or Muslim. For 12 years of my life, I lived in that village. There was a neighboring village where a friend of my father lived who was a babaláwo (a priest of Ifá). I was apprenticed to him. I would go to the babaláwo in the morning and come back in the evening. This was my educational training, my training to become a babaláwo. But around the age of 12, I saw students wearing the same dress, playing on the field. I didn’t know what school was, but I wanted to go. I went into the school and then I asked the first person I saw what they were doing there. He said this is a school. A place where children learn to read and write. I went to my father and told him that I want to go to school, this place where there are many boys and girls. That I want to join them. My father asked, “Do you want to join those people?” I said yes. My father said that they are lazy people. But I wanted to go there, to learn. I begged my father to let me go to school. I was already studying Ifá and my father said that I had not finished with my Ifá studies. It takes about 20 years of apprenticeship to a master babaláwo before you become a babaláwo yourself. My father disagreed with me wanting to go to school, and my response was that I decided to stop eating.

For perspective, the Ifá divination system is found in many cultures of West Africa. In Yorubaland, which includes parts of Nigeria, Ghana, Benin, Sierra Leone, and Togo, Ifá is identified with Yoruba history, mythology, religion, and indigenous medicine. The Yorùbá regard Ifá as the repository of their beliefs and morality, the voice of their divinities, called Òrìsà. Ifá also contains the wisdom of the ancestors (Abímbólá, 1997). The Òrìsà of wisdom and intelligence is Òrúnmìlà. He is also called Ifá. While the name Òrúnmìlà refers exclusively to the deity, the name Ifá refers to the deity and his divination system (Oyelaran, 2016). Below, Dr. Abímbólá continues his personal narrative.

Wándé Abímbólá: I continued my hunger strike by only drinking but not eating. My mother went to my father many times, pleading that he should allow me to do whatever I wanted to do. Eventually, my father’s younger brother persuaded my father to let me go. In September or October of 1944, I was going to school. January of 1945, I was already 12 years old. The school had a lower primary school, so I spent four years there and then I was promoted to the higher primary school. Three days or four days a week, I will go back to our village at the close of school. I would walk to school from my village, which was a seven-mile walk. Half of those seven miles was through
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