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      “Ócha’ni Lele gives both the initiated and the layperson a true
sense of the marvel and mystery within the patakí, the sacred
stories of Afro-Cuban Santería. As with previous works, reading
Diloggún Tales of the Natural World is like sitting at the feet of
an elder while dramatic stories filled with vibrant characters are
woven together to reveal universal truths of human existence.
These stories, committed to the page, are an invaluable gift to
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homes. Ócha’ni Lele is turning a vast and rich oral tradition—one
book at a time—into an eloquently written one. We give thanks to
the orisha themselves for choosing him as their messenger.”
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      “At the heart of Ifa, Lukumi, Santería, and various other Yoruba-influenced traditions in the African diaspora is the diloggún, the complex cowrie-divination ritual by which devotees ascertain the will of the orishas. At the heart of the diloggún are the patakís, stories that elaborate upon and explain the various figures formed by the falling shells. Ócha’ni Lele has put much of this oral tradition in print, offering us an invaluable view into the complexity and beauty of Yoruba mythology and culture. Like most fairy tales, these legends are simple but carry deep and profound truths: Diloggún Tales of the Natural World is a book that has something to offer adherents, scholars, and curious neophytes alike.”
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      PREFACE

      As of this writing, a year has passed since I published my first volume of short stories titled Teachings of the Santería Gods.*1 It was a collection of tales based on the oral narratives of the Lucumí faith, religious stories known to practitioners as patakís. Many of these chronicles existed only as oral fragments although a few were written in barebones fashion in the libretas (spiritual notebooks) kept by priests and priestesses. I brought them together in a coherent form, gently nurturing them through the transformation from oral tales to written literature. All were an extension of my studies as a diviner with the diloggún, which itself is both an oral holy book and a system of divination. My reasoning for this project was simple—the stories themselves are worthy of study by not only the priesthood and laity, but also by those attempting to understand our spiritual practices. In the preface to Teachings of the Santería Gods I wrote:

      . . . these stories [the patakís] are legends comparable to those found in the ancient myths of Greece and Rome; they are as culturally significant as those in the Torah, Talmud, or Christian Bible; they are rich with jewels of wisdom like the I Ch’ing, and they are as vast as the Vedas of the Hindu faith. There are stories about the creation of the world, the birth of Olódumare (God), and the resulting Irunmole (the first orishas) who awakened in heaven; there are myths describing the lives of the holy odu themselves as they walked on Earth in mortal form. There are histories about ancient priests, and kings, and commoners—people who lived and died following the ways of the orishas. Finally, there are stories about the orishas themselves—the loves, losses, conquests, and defeats making them the powerful beings they are today. There are mantras and songs, hymns and chants, ritual customs and secular teachings: one finds all this, and more, in the patakís of the odu.*2

      Teachings of the Santería Gods began as an extensive project in 2002 after penning the manuscript for The Diloggún: The Orishas, Proverbs, Sacrifices, and Prohibitions of Cuban Santería.†3 Having sent The Diloggún to the publisher, I wrote an extensive collection of rough drafts based on the Yoruba and Lucumí myths. Beginning with the root odu of the diloggún, known as Okana (represented by the number 1), moving chronologically through each family of odu, and culminating with the odu Ejila Shebora (represented by the number 12), I drafted, wrote, and rewrote more than a thousand stories in eight years. It was a lot of work, more writing than I’ve done in my entire life.

      Still, space constraints in a single book restricted me to those stories I felt best illustrative of each odu’s energy and meaning. For each story I included, as many as a hundred or more were left out. Teachings of the Santería Gods was an expansion of my previous volumes published through Destiny Books; however, too many stories remained unused, tucked away in my hard disk drive where they were of little good to anyone except me. Following my sincere belief that these stories do not belong to me, that I am only their transcriptionist and caretaker, I went back through my collection and looked for themes among them beyond the unifying thread of the diloggún and its 256 sacred odu; and once I identified those themes, I began pulling them together in groups suitable for publication. In my quest to share knowledge of the divine orishas with both Lucumí adherents and the world at large, I created this volume of stories titled Diloggún Tales of the Natural World: How the Moon Fooled the Sun and Other Santería Stories. While all the stories come from different places in the diloggún spanning the sum total of the 256 odu, their unifying thread here is that of the natural world and natural phenomenon. Each is a separate study of some spiritual principle in nature—the waxing and waning of the moon, the solar and lunar eclipse, the phenomenon of shooting stars, the icy chill of the wind, and the first animals and birds who crept on the earth or flew through the skies—yet each combines to enrich the reader’s study and knowledge of the spirituality behind the Lucumí faith and orisha worship. Far from primitive, the Yoruba were a deeply religious people with a well-thought-out system of metaphysics and theology, which guided their faith and day-to-day lives. This spirituality pervades modern culture in ways the average person might not understand, from the Cuban batá drums to Latin music to the African American tall tales and yarns. Yoruba spirituality is their deepest root and embraces them all.

      As with all my writings, I offer this book not as an exhaustive survey of the oral literature but as an expansive work building on things I have done before. Hopefully, it provides a foundation on which other Lucumí writers can base their own work. I have opened both my notebooks and my heart as I offer the fragments I have from my own studies, and I pray that others with knowledge can add theirs to mine. For as I wrote in Teachings of the Santería Gods, the odu Unle Odí (8-7) tells us that Olódumare spread his knowledge and wisdom through creation; and if we are to evolve and grow, we must bring that wisdom back together and share.

      If the spirituality of the orishas is about nothing else, it is about growth and evolution. I pray that we all evolve into something greater than our individual selves and wisdom.

      ÓCHA’NI LELE

WINTER PARK, FLORIDA, 
2011

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      THE IMPORTANCE OF PATAKÍS

      In the Book of Genesis, Noah cursed Ham and his descendants to spend their lives as servants and slaves. In Genesis 9:25 he told them, “Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers.” Twisted theology identified those with dark skin as the descendants of Ham, opening the way, theologically speaking, for both the Catholic and Protestant churches to declare Africa a storehouse of free labor for the New World. Yet just as the major sects of Christianity differed on their principles of theology, so did they differ on the principles of the treatment of slaves. Viewing them as human animals, dark-skinned humanoids whose skin bore only a minimal resemblance to the Caucasian race, they believed their souls were tainted by sin. Such was that taint that whites labeled them a species separate and distinct from the light-skinned races. This fueled their moral righteousness in the practice. It was racism at its worst, yet slavery became more than a violent form of racism; to borrow a term coined by the British psychologist Richard D. Ryder in 1973: it became a form of speciesism based on a country’s morals and religious beliefs. For if they were more like animals than humans, so the masters reasoned, they deserved treatment no better than animals; and just as agricultural animals are treated differently from companion animals, so did the treatment of slaves vary, depending on the theological climate of the country in which they were enslaved.

      On the shores of North America this speciesism was severe. Masters broke up and destroyed both familial and cultural ties. Each individual became a nameless, faceless unit of flesh surrounded by strangers. It was depersonalization at its worst. Each individual ethnic group represented in North America found itself confronted with other Africans having no common language; and the forced separation of those individuals fostered the loss of interpersonal communication. This was the first step toward subservience to their masters. Of this process, American scholar Henry Louis Gates wrote:

      The encounter between African languages (Yoruba, Igbo, Twi, Kikongo, and many others) and Western languages (French, Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese, English) was perhaps the most subtle and most complex aspect of the cultural confrontation that the African slaves faced in the New World. Radically abstracted from the cultural communities, and broadly dispersed from plantation to plantation, state to state, and country to country, the African slaves in much of North America soon lost the capacity to speak their own languages. Eager to “domesticate” the African slave by denying him and her those languages, their religion, their values and belief systems, and indeed their sense of order, the slave owners, first, forbade the use of African languages on their plantations. Soon after, the drum—through which those Africans speaking tonal languages (such as Yoruba) could communicate—was also prohibited. To facilitate the nefarious process of domestication, Africans from similar cultural regions were dispersed throughout various plantations, in an attempt to make communication in a language other than English virtually impossible.*4

      But on North American shores something wonderful happened as slaves mastered a working knowledge of the English language; they shared their tribal stories with each other, and successive generations melted those stories, one into the next, until an oral literature distinctly African and fully syncretic emerged on American shores. From the various African tribes came an oral African American literature based on multiple spiritualities. No longer identified by their various ethnicities but as a single race, the “African Americans nurtured a private but collective oral culture, one they could not ‘write down,’ but one they created, crafted, shared with each other, and preserved for subsequent generations out loud, but outside the hearing of the white people who enslaved them, and, later, discriminated against them.”†5 Unfortunately, as these oral literatures came together as a cohesive body of lore, their specific tribal origins were lost to successive generations.

      A scholar of African American folklore and literature named Harold Courlander wrote, “The myths, legends, epics, tales, historical poems and countless other traditional oral literary forms of African peoples have been woven out of the substance of human experience: struggles with the land and the elements, movements and migrations, wars between kingdoms, conflicts over pastures and waterholes, and wrestlings with the mysteries of existence, life and death.”‡6 He insists that the scope of their tales is endless, dealing with all of life’s struggles, conflicts, and joys. He says that their lore “. . . includes creation myths, myth-legends, half-legendary chronicles and historical narratives either in song or prose; tales that explain natural phenomena, tribal practices and taboos, and cultural or political institutions; stories and fables that reflect on the nature of man and his strengths and weaknesses; tales of adventure, courage, disaster, and love; epics with legendary heroes or fictitious heroes, and tales of confrontation with the supernatural and unseen forces of nature; moralizing stories and stories that define man’s place and role in the universe; riddles that amuse and teach, and proverbs that stress social values; and a virtually inexhaustible reservoir of animal tales, many of which, at bottom, are morality plays, while others are pure humor.”*7 In short, there is no aspect of life that African lore, and hence African American lore, does not address through story or fable.

      Unfortunately, on North American shores the origin of most of these stories is lost. Modern scholars have sought to determine the ethnic origin of each fable or tall tale; however, this is modern research. As their origins are traced, many scholars discover that a single tale might have multiple roots across the Atlantic, each yarn containing elements of different ethnic groups. Some even incorporate elements of Native American spirituality, elements that are ancient but foreign to native African beliefs. In the end, the oral African American stories—from the tales of Aunt Nancy to the bedtime stories of Uncle Remus—are considered plantation tales, and no one can be sure of their true origins.

      Such is not the case when dealing with the folklore of Afro-Cuban origin; and a study of African folklore and mythology in Cuba gives us a purer grasp of each tribe’s spiritual beliefs. Just as the Yoruba, Igbo, Twi, Kikongo, and many other tribes were forced through the Diaspora to North American shores, so were they forced and transplanted into Caribbean cultures. For reasons we will soon understand, instead of slave masters destroying native cultures, white Cubans created miniature societies that reinforced ethic boundaries, and while tribes who once existed in conflict learned to support each other, they kept their spiritual beliefs virtually intact. One can study these microcosms and know, without a doubt, the origins of their beliefs.

      If one can refer to slavery as kind, the system in place in Cuba was both kinder and gentler than that of its North American counterpart. For while North American practices forbade the congregation and continuation of ethnic groups, slave practices in Cuba enforced by the Roman Catholic Church sought to preserve those familial and ethnic units. As early as 1789 Charles IV, king of Spain, wrote a document titled “The Royal Document on the Trades and Occupation of Slaves.” Strictly it defined the master class’ duty to the subservient race: being good Catholics, all who used slave labor were to teach their charges the one true, holy religion of the Catholic Church. While Christians believed that blacks were subhuman, Church doctrine taught that they still had souls; the masters owned their bodies but God owned that which lay within. This was to be nurtured in the name of Mother Rome. Slave labor was forbidden on the high holy days of the Church, especially the feast days of the Spanish saints. On these days blacks were to attend mass and receive communion. After long days of labor they were to recite the rosary in their homes. The royal decree issued by Charles IV promised rewards for the slaves: in return for total submission to both the masters and the Church, they would be given free time to entertain and work for themselves. This benefit was lacking under Protestant demands in North America.

      Further demands were issued on the slave owners by the work of two priests: Father Juan Matienzo and Bishop Pedro Augustín Morrell de Santa Cruz. These two men held black religious education in high regard. Matienzo believed that blacks were comparable, intellectually, to children and could learn something new only by comparing it to something familiar. By using their native ethnic ties, he sought to build a bridge from the Africans’ paganism to the holy Catholic Church. He encouraged both priests and laymen to allow slaves to retain some of their native customs while worshipping the white supreme God. He theorized that slow acclimation and carefully calculated abdication of superstitious practices would lead each African to salvation. Having attained salvation, in time the Africans would abandon all their superstitious practices.

      Bishop Pedro Augustín crusaded for black spiritual redemption alongside Matienzo. For his work, he borrowed a custom originating in fourteenth-century Seville, Spain, an organization known as the cofradia, or the religious brotherhood for laymen. In Spain each cofradia was dedicated to a specific saint and headed by the priests of the local church dedicated to that same holy persona. Every week members of the cofradia met in their church; the brotherhood provided religious instruction, fellowship, and support for both lifetime Catholics and new converts. Bishop Pedro Augustín rationalized that the success of the cofradia in Spain could translate into success with the conversion of slaves; and if the slaves were truly converted to the Holy Mother Church they would be more easily controlled and more productive to Spanish society. Because most churches were built in the cities themselves, the organization of the cofradia became an urban phenomenon, licensed and overseen by the existing municipalities and parishes. Soon, each church sponsored one in the name of its patron saint.

      But something unforeseen happened in these societies, which soon came to be known as cabildos, or ethnic clubs based on each African’s unique tribal identity. Instead of learning about the new Catholic faith, the members used their time to maintain and spread their natural spirituality; and each successive generation maintained their ancestors’ faith. The Yoruba were particularly adept at re-creating their society and maintaining their spiritual heritage in the microcosm offered by the cabildos. Native languages were not suppressed as they were on North American shores. Instead of forbidding the use of sacred African drums, Cuban society tolerated it. Instead of using their free time to study Catholicism, Yoruba priests and priestesses maintained their ethnic customs, giving birth to a syncretic practice known as Santería. Realize, however, that the syncretism was only a facade, a mask behind which the Yoruba and their descendants disguised the worship of the orishas.

      Returning again to Courlander, who writes extensively about oral African American literature, he asserts, “. . . the oral literature of Africa reflects ideas, themes, suppositions and truths that are widely shared, at the same time that it reveals creations unique to, and particularized by, a tribe, village, or region. A tribe may be united with a mainstream of African traditions and yet have legends of its own heroes, kings, and demigods, its own conflicts and migrations, and its own unique ancient origins.”*8 The difficulty in most of these stories is unraveling their points of origin. Because North American slaves were syncretic in their storytelling, borrowing tales and ideas from not only the slave masters’ literature but also Native American tribes and other African tribes, many of the resulting stories include elements that on African shores would seem foreign to each other. When studying the patakís of Lucumí faith, no such melting of stories or ideas exists. Within the cabildos’ societies, the oral literature was kept pure and intact, adapting marginally to the slaves’ new environment. Finally, by studying the tall tales, yarns, and oral histories of the Yoruba, scholars have a pure vision of a specific African tribe’s beliefs and how its descendants managed in the harsh New World. To paraphrase Courlander, when studying the patakís of the Lucumí faith, we are studying the “myths, legends, epics, tales, historical poems and countless other traditional oral literary forms” of the Yoruba from ancient Oyó and its outlying Yoruba tributaries.†9 Likewise, we understand how this noble people wrestled with the concepts of life and death. It is a unique view into a single African culture.

      Yet this book is not written for the scholar or those with purely academic leanings; it is written for the reader whose soul is distinctly African, the spiritual seeker whose heart finds peace and solace in the embrace of black gods. It is written for the followers of the orishas, those who know themselves as Lucumí and embrace the principles and teachings of the ancient Yoruba race. When it comes to our folklore and our beliefs, we are blessed for we know, without a doubt, that our stories and histories come from the ancient Yoruba; we need not search for their origins. The problem with oral literature, however, remains: one only tells the stories that are known, and these are, again, told to our students and godchildren. Every person has but a small piece of the whole cloth that blankets our traditions. Perhaps it is time to move beyond the oral tradition, with each of us writing down the stories we know so we can share and grow. This volume, then, is but another strand in that great cloth. In time, with works such as these, we can reweave our fragments back into a complete whole.

      Before studying the stories in this book, two questions remain to be answered: What is the diloggún of which Lucumí adherents speak? And why are the patakís so important?

      The diloggún is both a system of divination for Lucumí adherents and a system of categorization for Lucumí lore. In the past eleven years I’ve written two volumes dealing with the diloggún as a system of divination: The Secrets of Afro-Cuban Divination (Destiny Books, 2000) and The Diloggún: The Orishas, Proverbs, Sacrifices, and Prohibitions of Cuban Santería (Destiny Books, 2003). Dealing with diloggún as a system of folkloric categorization, I’ve written one volume: Teachings of the Santería Gods (Destiny Books, 2010). Because I’ve revisited the concept of the diloggún so many times in my previous works, perhaps the best way to describe and define this concept again is by quoting from my previous volumes:

      The word diloggún itself may be described in two fashions. First, when speaking of diloggún, one may be referring to the cowrie shells of a particular orisha, which a Lucumí priest or priestess receives upon initiation. An orisha is composed of three material elements: otanes (sacred stones), implements, and diloggún. The otanes form the body of the deity; they are stones upon which sacrificial offerings to the orisha are given. The implements are the metal or wooden tools sacred to the orisha, the symbols by which it does its work on the earth. The diloggún, or cowrie shells, are the most important aspect of an orisha, for within these cowrie shells resides the soul of the deity. All the spirits have eighteen shells in their diloggún, except for Elegguá who has twenty-one shells, because twenty-one is his sacred number and is shared with no other spirit.*10

      While this passage describes the physical form of the diloggún, which are the cowrie shells received with each orisha, when divining there is a process for accessing this vast system. In Secrets I wrote, “The second way of defining diloggún is within the context of divination. When reading or casting the oracle, only sixteen shells from each orisha’s hand of shells are used. These are picked at random, and the remaining cowries are set to the side facedown. Cowries put to the side are known as adele (witnesses), and while they must be present for the divination, they remain unused.”†11 The process that a diviner uses to access this information for divination is long and drawn-out, and the best description of it can be found in chapter one of The Diloggún. Yet there is a complex spirituality behind this system, one that takes it beyond the realm of divination and into the sometimes-obscure world of metaphysics and African spirituality. Again, in Secrets I wrote:

      Unlike tools that draw on a diviner’s psychic skills or subconscious mind, the diloggún is a complex system based on the sixteen holy odu made manifest when Olódumare unfolded, creating all things. Each odu has a name and a number of open-mouth shells associated with it; these are the parent odu of the diloggún. These sixteen signs and their numerical equivalents are: Okana (one mouth), Eji Oko (two mouths), Ogundá (three mouths), Irosun (four mouths), Oché (five mouths), Obara (six mouths), Odí (seven mouths), Unle (eight mouths), Osá (nine mouths), Ofún (ten mouths), Owani (eleven mouths), Ejila Shebora (twelve mouths), Metanlá (thirteen mouths), Merinlá (fourteen mouths), Marunlá (fifteen mouths), and Merindilogún (sixteen mouths). Spiritually, each marks a different milestone in creation, specific energy currents need to bring forth manifestation from God’s womb . . . For divination, each odu may be thought of as a single chapter comparable to those found in the Christian Bible; although the literature is oral in our tradition, it is no less powerful, no less meaningful, than the most eloquently written proverbs or psalms.*12

      And it is here that we arrive at the diloggún’s main importance to Lucumí adherents, for while divination is a practical application of this knowledge for practitioners, at its heart the diloggún is a library of oral literature, a series of books containing the sum total of Yoruba spiritual knowledge. Therefore, as a third definition of diloggún, I would like to add that at its core it is, simply, a holy book, oral though it may be. Since the earliest Yoruba sought to make sense of the world around them, they created sacred stories and proverbs that brought sense to the seeming chaos; and as the centuries progressed, they added these stories to one of the many chapters found in the odu of the diloggún. Sacred lore, magic, ebó, sacrifices, proverbs, myths, histories—all this became a part of the system. From the composite signs of Okana through the final letters of Merindilogún, they used the 256 patterns as mnemonic devices to remember the ancient stories, and they used this same system when passing the lore from priest to priest, or within the confines of their own families. Of all religions in the world, its complexity surpasses even the Vedas of the Hindu faith.

      As I present the stories in this book, a reader unfamiliar with the Lucumí faith will be exposed to many names and concepts foreign to the Western world. Of these concepts, perhaps the most unfamiliar will be those of ebó and sacrifice. Of the two, the most readily understood might be the concept of ebó, especially for those familiar with mystical Buddhist and Hindu teachings. At its core, ebó is simply an offering to a spirit or deity. There are daily rituals performed by both the Lucumí laity and the priesthood, which are similar, in many ways, to the Buddhist water ceremonies offered to their deities and ancestors. This is ebó, at least in the Lucumí mindset. Sometimes the orishas want or demand more complicated offerings, such as tobacco, rum, flowers, candles, cloths, candies, cooked foods, beadwork, or prayers. This, too, is ebó. The worship of the divinities often takes material form; and the types of ebós offered depend not only on the worshipped orisha’s attributes and nature, but also on the experience of divination.

      The concept of sacrifice is a bit more shocking to the sanitized Western world. There are very few native African religions that do not practice animal sacrifice; and, surprisingly, there are very few modern Western religions that do not come from a past in which sacrifice was practiced. Modern Christianity sprang from the bosom of Judaism, which at one time relied on animal sacrifice for both cleansing and the pardon of sins; and let us not forget that if the temple in Jerusalem is ever rebuilt, there are sects of Judaism that will bring back the ancient practice. Even within modern Hinduism are sects who still practice some form of sacrifice to their gods, even though most Hindus are set against the practice and advocate a vegetarian lifestyle.

      Basically, the concept of sacrifice is one that believes “life feeds on life.” Nothing in this world exists in a vacuum; eventually, everything is food for something else. Animals feed on plants; animals feed on animals, and humans, as omnivores (as are some animals) feed on both. Even upon our eventual demise, creatures of the earth will feed on our bodies, and the cycle continues eternally. There is no escaping it. The concept of animal sacrifice, however, adds a spiritual dimension to the food that we eat. Much like the ritual of Jewish koshering, the animal’s life is taken reverently and ceremonially, and the blood, which is the vehicle for life, nourishes the physical forms of the orishas on earth as much as the meat nourishes our own. Only God and his emissaries, the orishas, are allowed to feed on sentient life; and humans, as obscured images of the divine, are allowed to feed on the resulting death, the meat, as long as it is, for lack of a better word, hallowed. Far from being a barbaric practice, in the hands of priests and priestesses who understand the ritual’s power and meaning, sacrifice becomes something beautiful and lifts our meat-eating nature beyond something primitive and into the realm of something spiritual.

      Beyond these two concepts, the student of the patakís, whether a Lucumí adherent or casually interested reader, will discover that the worldview of the Yoruba, while exotic, is not that far removed from the modern world. Morals and ethics, the concept of good character and bad character, the belief in a material world driven by the spiritual realm, and a concept of karma and divine retribution (although the Yoruba never labeled it as such)—all these things are found in the ancient patakís. What will seem new is that those ancient people, a race that was maligned and forced into slavery based on Christian heresies and the evil notion that an entire continent was of the race of Ham, had such deeply ingrained spiritual beliefs and an evolved system of storytelling to back up those beliefs. All that separates this spiritual world from the mundane is the color of our skin. One will discover that within both the Africans’ blackness and the Caucasians’ whiteness hides a soul that is beyond color; indeed, it is beyond this world. In spite of the evils inflicted upon the Yoruba, they never lost sight of their God or their orishas. It is time to move beyond what lies without and look at what lies within; and the soulful yearnings found in these patakís might teach us that, at the end of it all, we are truly the same. We are not flesh; we are spirit, and that has no color.
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      PATAKÍS FROM THE COMPOSITES OF OKANA

      
        The Separation of Heaven and Earth

        From the Odu Okana Meji (1-1)

        
          Death is but a journey into life and life a journey into death— but this was not always so.
        

        Standing between the spiritual and the material worlds is a gate known as death; we die in heaven to be reborn on earth, and we die on earth to return to heaven. The gate is thin, tenuous, yet crossing it is fatal to material beings.

        As with most things in our world, it was not always like this.

        There was a time when the gates between the worlds were open wide, and we crossed as easily as passing from room to room in our own homes. When the earth was new and the first generation walked on her face, no great chasm divided heaven and earth. The first creations lived in both worlds freely, and the path between the two was unguarded. Heaven was home and the earth was the marketplace, and those with time to travel could walk between the two freely.

        Of course only humans and orishas had this privilege. Animals and plants were stuck in one realm or the other; and between the two, for them, was the gate known as life and death. Animals and plants, however, had one power that humans did not—the power of procreation. Before dying they reproduced, and this replenished their numbers on the earth. It was for this reason, the fact that they created life from their own forms, that they could not cross the great divide—creatures born of the spiritual world were perfect, and creatures born of the material realm were less so.

        In time two people noticed this: a man and a woman. They thought, “How powerful are the plants and animals—they can create life from their bodies and we cannot.” They wanted to be powerful like the animals so they went into heaven to petition Olófin for this ashé.

        Olófin looked at them sadly, “My children—it is true that animals do re-create their own kind from their bodies, as do the plants, but have you not noticed that in the end they die? You do not die. You are eternal in this world.”

        The man spoke up first, “Yes, Olófin, we are eternal. Why would our children die like animals?”

        “You are not born of earthly parents. Obatalá molded your bodies from the clay of the earth, and Olódumare gave you the breath of life. You are creatures of the perfect earth, created by Obatalá’s own hands, imbued with God’s very breath, the ashé of heaven. You are not bound to one world or the other.”

        “But I want to have a child,” said the woman. Her head was bowed before Olófin, and a single tear slid from her eye. “When I see the animals tending their young, I get a longing here,” and she touched her womb, “and a pain here,” and she folded her hands over her heart. “Surely, this is a sign?”

        Olófin sighed. He was concerned, but he understood. “So be it. You will have a single child. But remember that this child is not born as you were, and as such, is not a perfect being. Instead of being molded from the sacred earth’s clay by Obatalá’s hands, or imbued with the breath of God, it will grow inside your belly, nourished by your own body, and when it is born it will breathe the air of this world and not the next. As such, you must never show it the gate between heaven and earth; in its earthly form, it cannot be allowed to cross as you do. It would defile and change the ashé of both worlds.”

        The man and woman agreed. Before the year turned the woman was with child like an animal. Neither understood the mystery, and neither knew how the child was placed in the womb. But it was there and her belly grew.

        The first generation of humans marveled at the mystery of birth. They watched as the woman’s belly swelled; they were afraid when her waters broke, and amid tears and pain, a new life slid from between her legs. Day by day they watched the child grow, and everyone was involved in his upbringing and education. How strange, they thought, that they were created knowing all things, but the young boy had
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