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		Prologue

		
			The Yoruba religion is the science of allowing God to flow through you, so that each breath becomes a prayer, and as God breathes, you breathe.

			—John Mason

		

		I was in my early twenties when I first discovered these words. In those early years of my spiritual development, they were like gold for me. With a simple, clarifying grace, they spoke to my deepest yearning for a life of reverence and bore the promise of blessings I knew the tradition held.

		Yet, I was full of questions. How do I let God flow through me? What if I don’t like the feel of God’s breath in me? If I’m angry or sad, are those breaths still prayers, still God? Though Mason’s words resonated with me, I had no idea how to apply his teachings to my daily life. I had found a spiritual path that beckoned me, but I had no map or compass to guide my journey.

		My first spiritual guidance came from my mother. Though she never took my brother and me to church or espoused a particular religion or spiritual doctrine, she taught us that God lives in all things, especially in nature. One of my sweetest childhood memories is of my mom pointing out the wonder of a blossoming tree as we walked together one spring afternoon and saying to the tree, “Look how special you are! Thank you for being so beautiful.”

		My mother’s hunger for spiritual knowledge and her constant struggle to find and stay connected with an accessible, generous Divine Presence were a prevailing influence throughout my childhood. She studied metaphysics and the Tarot, her favorite being the Death card, which says death paves the way for new life. One of her favorite deities was the Hindu goddess Kali, who transforms via annihilation. Her fascination with rebirth through death would later deeply affect my own spiritual work.

		When we were growing up, mama also kept altars, which were made of simple, carefully selected and placed representations of Divinity: shells, candles, rocks found in sacred places, a special swatch of cloth, a prayer handwritten on pretty paper. My mom’s reverence for the natural world and for creativity had a profound and lasting impact on how I would worship as an adult.

		Although my mother’s emotional anguish often distracted her from her children’s needs, she encouraged my intuitive nature in small but significant ways. When I told her I’d seen a man standing in the air, she acknowledged I’d seen a spirit and asked me to describe him. When I confided my fear of a group of bullies at the bus stop, she taught me how to make myself invisible and how to move danger away from me. She told me that intention was the essence of magic. She also admonished me to do to others only what I would want to come back to me—because come back it would, three times over. Shortly after my graduation from high school, my mom took me to a ritual led by one of her coworkers, a voluptuous and kindhearted Wiccan priestess. That small gathering honoring the ancestors sparked the beginning of my conscious intention to pursue an Earth-centered spiritual life. But my mother’s Wicca friend soon moved to Great Britain, and I didn’t know how to find the spiritual guidance I craved. So I continued to feel called to a spiritual life and yet adrift at the same time.

		Then I began taking African dance. Near the studio was a botanica, a store for practitioners of Orisa tradition, then most widely known in the United States as Santeria. One afternoon on my way home from class, I stopped in to browse. A feeling of familiarity, of home, filled me. The books and artifacts spoke of God in nature, of spirits and ritual, of altars and magic. From that day forward, I read everything I could find about Orisa and soon discovered John Mason.

		Mason wrote of prayer in a very different way from the other books on Orisa I was reading. His concept went beyond praying only in ceremony and in front of shrines. It extended further than petitioning the deities for assistance and giving thanks to the ancestors. It was prayer as a quality of awareness and a state of being. In Mason’s view, the world is a sacred landscape, and a seamless connection exists between God and all things in Creation—between God and me. This was a spiritual path I could envision myself walking along. It was prayer I could taste on my tongue.

		I immersed myself in literature about Yoruba tradition and soon realized I needed to study with an elder. But I had moved to a small beach town where none were available to me. So, I continued trying to apply what I was learning from books to my daily life. I confided my fears and dreams to Yemaya, goddess of salt waters, cycles, and tides. In my journal, I wrote little prayer-poems to Elegua, opener of doors. I created altars like the ones with which I’d grown up, but with the Orisa or the ancestors in mind. Like my mother, I collected rocks, shells, and other altarpieces from nature and placed them next to candles and prayers to the deities, which I wrote on brightly colored paper.

		Also like my mother, I lived with a gray cloud of depression hovering over me. My soul was in need of healing, and I began taking my struggles and pain to the Orisa. I’d walk the seashores and mountaintops surrounding my home, praying simply and timidly. I’d think to myself: Surely, I am insignificant to these great deities. How dare I call upon Yemaya, Mother of the World, and Elegua, the Creator’s right hand, without full knowledge of and formal commitment to Yoruba tradition? Why should they pay attention to me when I don’t even know the proper rituals and the right prayers?

		But despite my lack of knowledge, guidance, and experience, the Orisa were clearly listening. However improper my sacrifice to Yemaya, Mother of the Oceans, I could feel her healing waters lapping against and smoothing the hardened places within me. However inadequate my prayers were to Elegua, Keeper of the Threshold and Guardian of Life-Force Energy, he nonetheless responded to them.

		I always knew my solitary learning was in preparation for finding an elder to guide me deep into this powerful tradition. I now believe that the most viable road to Orisa is one charted by those who know the full depth, breadth, and power of the tradition. The best guides are Yoruba elders, who’ve had extensive experience with Orisa’s rituals and practices and seen lives, particularly their own, transformed by them. Had the right teacher been available to me sooner, I would have jumped at the chance. Still, I learned some valuable lessons during the solo leg of my journey—the most important being that the strength and quality of my spiritual path were ultimately up to me. Even the most highly evolved teachers can’t protect me from myself or do my work for me.

		After a few years of searching alone for the soul of the tradition, I was ready to commit formally to the Orisa and to ask their help in healing myself. I returned to the San Francisco Bay Area in search of an elder with whom to study. Soon, I found my godmother, an Afro-Cuban priestess, and began an intense ten-year period of religious schooling. She taught a simple, down-to-earth approach to the tradition: Ancestors first. Learn the rituals, but don’t get caught up in formality. Talk to the Orisa anywhere, any time, about anything, and they will hear you. Don’t let priestly status or adornments blind you; that which is most Divine is usually invisible to the human eye. When in ritual, make your every thought and word a prayer, and be conscious of what you are praying for. Make altars for the gods, but love Orisa with what you have—it is always enough.

		Yet, for all my sincere desire, good intentions, and earnest attempts, Mason’s way of praying remained out of my reach. My godmother and I eventually separated, with much heartbreak on both our parts. I added her spiritual gifts to those my mother had given me and began to examine the aspects of traditional Orisa practice that did not fit my own spirituality.

		I saw how some people misused the tradition in order to live on the surface of their lives. I realized even faithful initiates could miss out on the core values of our tradition. I found that many folks incorporated entirely too much fear into their practice of the tradition—fear of the gods, black magic, vengeful ancestors, and the unknown. Others used sacrifice as a bargaining tool—“If I give you this, will you give me that?” Some used ritual as a way of avoiding responsibility—“I know I’ve made a mess of things, but in exchange for this offering, will you clean it up for me?” I became aware of great pain within myself and others, pain that sometimes was transformed into bitter feuds fueled by malicious gossip, power struggles, and egos run amok. I also noticed blind spots in my own practice, places within myself and in my relationships where I was not paying attention.

		As time went on, I grew convinced that inner work must accompany religious practice. While paying homage to the ancestors, we must also face our personal demons and reckon with the havoc they wreak on our lives. While honoring the deities, we must also learn to love ourselves and treat each other with greater kindness. Otherwise, our religion becomes a desolate field, littered with false faces and unfinished business. And our practice becomes a mere flicker of the transforming brilliance our ancestors intended it to be.

		For a while in my efforts to breathe with God, I donned a mask of spiritual correctness, saying all the right prayers and performing my ceremonial tasks perfectly. Behind closed doors, I was a mess—depressed, self-hating, out of touch with Divinity and myself. I’d made the mistake of assuming I could find God’s breath by taking the tools of the tradition and applying them to the obstacles in my outer life. But the real barriers were within me, and they were blocking my ability to embody Mason’s teachings.

		In time and with hard work, I realized that in order for God to flow steadily through me, I had to discover and show my true face and embrace the things I feared and despised. I had to look at things about my life and the people in it, past and present, that I didn’t really want to know or deal with. I was forced into the awkward but essential process of unmasking and revealing a more authentic me. I had to own up to my inability to see God in others and in myself. And in this way I began the much harder work of learning to channel the flow of God in genuine, tangible ways.

		That work continues, and so far there is no end in sight. I still curse too much and gossip too much. I too often approach difficult issues sideways rather than head on, and I show too little compassion for others and myself. I still flash my nasty underside to those closest to me, and they and others in my life can speak to ways in which I’ve been careless and dishonest with them. Still, Mason’s words and the questions they posed for me continue to guide my spiritual life. I live intimately with them, so that I might absorb them into my heart and embody them every day. And in learning about Orisa tradition, I continue to learn about God, humanity, and myself.

		Over the years, I have slightly reframed Mason’s original thought. I now understand Orisa practice to be less science and more art. I see it less as spiritual mastery and more as a commitment to marshal all my inner resources in doing this spiritual work day by day.

		I have been walking the path of Orisa for most of my adult life. This book is a reflection of that still-unfolding journey. I hope you will find it helpful in navigating your own way along the path and deep into the soul of Orisa.

	
		Introduction

		Orisa (pronounced Or-ee’-shah) is a branch of the indigenous, Earth-centered religion of the Yoruba people of southwestern Nigeria. It has existed for at least four thousand years; some anthropologists believe it has been practiced for as many as eight thousand years. The tradition spread from Africa primarily to Cuba and Brazil via the trans-Atlantic slave route of the nineteenth century. Cuban immigrants to New York City brought the religion to the United States in the 1930s and ’40s. Today, as many as 75 million people worldwide practice some version of the tradition: Yoruba or Orisa (Nigeria and the United States), Santeria (Cuban, syncretized with Catholicism), Yoruba-Lukumi (Afro-Cuban, non-syncretized), Candomble (Brazil), Shango Baptist (Trinidad), and the Ifa priesthood (Nigeria and the Americas).

		The Yoruba faith is a monotheistic tradition that recognizes one God who speaks and works on Earth through a pantheon of gods and goddesses called Orisa. The ancestors, or egun, assist and support the living in their daily lives. The tradition’s deepest mysteries and teachings are contained in a body of oral scriptures, called odu, which have passed from elders to devotees for countless generations. These are some of the basic concepts and components that form the foundation of all Yoruba-based traditions.

		Yoruba religion is a way of life. It is the spiritual practice of working in loving relationship not only with the deities but also with the ancestors. It is seeking to know the sacred nature of life—the breath of God flowing through all things. It is the holistic integration of all aspects of our being—bodies, feelings, thoughts, and energies—in order to restore wholeness where there is fragmentation and balance where there is disarray.

		For all its power and beauty, Orisa, like most traditions that fall outside dominant Western religions, has been much maligned and feared. Despite the tradition’s growing acceptance around the globe, many misconceptions about its principles and practices remain. With this book, I hope to remove some of the misinformation and prejudice surrounding this richly layered, soul-enhancing spiritual path. Though I was schooled and initiated in the Yoruba-Lukumi branch of the tradition, the basic ideas presented in these pages are relevant to a broad range of Orisa practitioners, regardless of their religious roots. To be as inclusive as possible, I’ve cited English, Spanish, and Yoruba terms throughout the book. When referring to the tradition and its practitioners, I use Yoruba and Orisa interchangeably. Though differences exist between the various branches of this lushly canopied spiritual tree, the fundamental teachings set forth by our ancient Yoruba elders form the backbone of all variations of the religion. All branches of Yoruba-based religions share certain things, some positive, others negative. One of the more damaging of these commonalities is fear.

		Fear—among both those inside the tradition and those outside it—plays a dominant and often toxic role in the Yoruba legacy. Among practitioners, fear becomes a veil that obscures the full wonder of the tradition. Among outsiders, fear and its cousin ignorance stem primarily from inaccurate, often fictitious depictions of African religions in the news and entertainment media. Abuses of power among Yoruba practitioners add fuel to the fires of fear and intolerance. To the uninformed, the mere mention of Orisa worship is likely to conjure up images of practitioners hacking off chicken heads in wanton sacrificial rituals; of wild-eyed witch doctors casting evil curses on innocent people; of possessed initiates gesticulating and chanting incoherently; of animism, black magic, and what is disparagingly referred to as voodoo.

		The term voodoo is often slapped on any ritual from Africa that the Western mind doesn’t understand. The religious system known as voodoo originated in Haiti but has its roots in Dahomey, West Africa. The word voodoo is derived from the Fon word vodun, which means spirit or deity. The Fon people and the Yoruba are neighbors and share many ideas about life, nature, and spirituality. Both the Fon and Yoruba respect the power of words, drums, leaves, and ritual, and a few of their gods even have similar names. Nevertheless, Fon and Yoruba are two distinct traditions, each with its own practices and teachings, only some of which intersect.

		Another common misconception is that all African spiritual traditions are synonymous with black magic, meaning magic that is worked for evil ends. Black magic is part of the tradition, but only a small percentage of devotees use it. These wayward priests and priestesses are no different from their counterparts in any other religion, who misuse sacred energies to frighten, exploit, and harm others.

		There are also myriad misconceptions surrounding any spiritual practice that involves possession and animal sacrifice. Most African traditions, including Yoruba-based ones, do work with trance and blood sacrifice, that is, the ritualistic killing of animals (never humans). In fact, virtually every world religion has or has had similar practices, and such rituals are always rooted in the desire to pay reverence. Although it is taboo for any devotee (except between initiates) to disclose how any of our rituals are performed, I can tell you that in Yoruba practices, as in many religions, blood symbolizes life. By offering blood to the Orisa, we enliven our relationship with the gods, stimulating and fortifying our spiritual unity with them.

		In Cuba, cycles of religious persecution periodically forced slaves who were devotees to practice the tradition underground. They disguised their African gods as Catholic saints, a process called syncretization, in order to ensure the survival of rituals which their owners would otherwise have forbidden. Although the strategy worked and the rituals survived slavery, syncretization left a residue of fear and an air of secrecy in its wake.

		In the United States, the tradition’s survival and our ability to practice it freely no longer depend on subterfuge and going underground. Nonetheless, many practitioners stubbornly hold to the contention that we must keep our tradition private. This self-enforced invisibility prevents non-practitioners from seeing Orisa practitioners for who we really are—their neighbors, coworkers, and friends
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