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RECLAIMING BLACK ECOLOGIES OF CARE:
DECOLONIAL PRACTICES IN THE IFÁ/ORIṢA COMMUNITY
Trinice Fabunmi McNally-Hair, M.S.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Pacifica Graduate Institute, Santa Barbara, California] 

This article examines how African Traditional Religions (ATRs)—particularly the Esín Ibìlĕ tradition of Ifá/Òrìṣà, practiced in a diasporic spiritual community in the U.S., function as a decolonial tool for healing, education, and cultural reclamation. Using a mixed-methods, insider-researcher approach rooted in Indigenous research ethics, twelve self-selected participants shared how ritual, divination, and communal care shaped their healing journeys. Findings show that ATRs offer spiritual and epistemic practices that repair colonial harm, foster ancestral connection, and support holistic well-being. Ifá/Òrìṣà based Spiritual communities can attend to the violence of colonial and historical harm by contextualizing the individual destiny within a collective. A reflexive investigation of the researcher’s dual role as priestess and spiritual leader reflected how positional identities affect rapport, interpretation, and power. Participants highlighted mutual aid, sliding-scale practices, and collective ritual as forms of care, while also naming tensions around cost, gendered roles, and class exclusion. Although rooted in the diaspora, the tradition remains linked to African lineages, reflecting transnational continuity. This study frames ATRs as living, decolonial technologies—spiritual, epistemic, and institutional—capable of building liberator care infrastructures for historically marginalized communities. The work suggests ways in which spiritual communities can offer reparative, culturally rooted resources for the healing of marginalized communities.
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1.	Introduction
To become an Ifá and the Òrìṣà devotee is to be immersed in a river of memory where sacred chants flow like water through the bodies of elders, rituals ripple across generations, and the collective becomes the vessel through which healing, identity, and resistance are reborn. For generations, Diasporic African-descended peoples have long been subject to the weight of slavery, colonialism, and hold the quiet, long work of spiritual preservation that stretches across centuries and continents. African Traditional Religions (ATRs) are as plural as the continent from which they are birthed, each with its own cosmology, practices, rituals, and cultural lineages. The Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition is a precolonial, Indigenous African spiritual system originating among the Yorùbá people of West Africa, mostly in what is now known as Nigeria. It is based on spiritual cosmology that honors the interconnectedness of all life forms. Òrìṣà are divine forces of nature that govern various aspects of the Earth and human experience, such as rivers, storms, metal, motherhood, and justice. As Van Der Meer (2017) notes, “From the 1950s to the 1980s, the major influence on Ifá/Òrìṣá practice in the United States was Cuban La Regla de Ocha, which became popularly known in the United States as Santeria; and Orisha Vodo, which emerged out of the Yorùbá Revivalism Movement or the New Yorùbá Movement from the Ọ̀yọ́tunji Village, in Sheldon, South Carolina” (p.2). Since then, there has been a resurgence of diasporic born practitioners who have desired to reconnect to the original source of Ifá/Òrìṣá practice in Nigeria of which this paper is focusing on. Today, and over the past 25 years, many African Americans and other groups are bypassing the Santeria and Yorùbá revivalist networks and traveling directly to West Africa to affiliate with the Yorùbá Ifá/Òrìṣá practice (Van Der Meer 2017, P. 6)
This work specifically centers the Indigenous spirituality of the Yorùbá people, called Esìn Ìbílẹ̀, specifically Ifá/Òrìṣà worship. You will see me use both terms, mostly Ifá/Òrìṣà to describe the tradition. ”The Yoruba-speaking peoples of West Africa have cultural roots more than two thousand years, thus being one of the oldest identifiable groups of the African continent” (Pemberton 1995, 535) and indigenous Yorubas would say over 10,000, given the current year 10,067 in the traditional Yoruba calendar. Many scholars estimate their concentration to be the largest in Nigeria, and their impact is globally, hence their traditional culture. According to Abímbọ́lá (1976) and Ọlọ́mọ̀lá (1988),”Esìn Ìbílẹ̀“ (Abimbola 1976) is both pre-colonial in its histories and praxis, and a complete cosmological system based on divination, ritual ethic, and ancestral interrelatedness. Diasporic Black communities have upheld and reimagined Ifá/Òrìṣà traditions across the Americas and the Caribbean, via rebellion, resistance, adaptation—from the syncretic legacies of Santería, Candomblé, and beyond to the enduring practice of Lukumí, Ifá/Òrìṣà devotion, and spiritual lineages in U.S. cities today.
The community of this inquiry, Ìjọ Ifá Ogúndá Máṣà, is an ilé known as a spiritual temple and/or community in Baltimore, Maryland, with a member network across the United States and diasporic connections to the Caribbean and West Africa. As a community praxis project, I conducted ethnographic and participatory research with members across this transnational network, with a respect for the heterogeneity of diasporic experience and the ways that Ifá/Òrìṣà is uniquely practiced, adapted, and embodied across distinct cultural spaces. While all participants were grounded in Yorùbá cosmology, their experiences, ritual practices, and conceptions of healing were mediated by local and structural conditions—how both U.S. urban life and Caribbean ancestral life are shaped by the social, geographic, and historical conditions of migration and resettlement.
In this way, the project is shaped by the pluralism of ATRs, while remaining deeply grounded in the power of one tradition. It poses questions of how Ifá/Òrìṣà communities practice care, kinship, and resistance through ancestral technologies – and the ways these rituals re-conceptualize wellness and well-being for Black peoples in the face of colonial and systemic harm. It is important to note that the practitioners in this study engage in reciprocal and active relationships with Nigerian elders and lineage holders through regular consultation, co-learning, and yearly travel. Relationships to the continent ground this diasporic praxis and anchor the knowledge to its indigenous origins are also replicated as a collective sustenance model in a diasporic context within the spiritual community. Sacred reciprocity is a central spiritual and communal value in Ifá/Òrìṣà practice. Material exchange in the form of offerings, currency, goods etc. has been a long-standing practice in maintaining the tradition. In diasporic practice, where Ifá/Òrìṣà practitioners often have no institutional or state support, this practice continues not as commodification, but as material exchange in the context of a traditional economic order. In the sacred Odu, Ogbe Meji (Eji Ogbe), Ifa states the importance of practitioners paying for the labor, materials and goods in an effort for people to be appreciative for the work performed by a priest on their behalf, in addition to it being effective. Given that the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition is a precolonial spiritual system, the requirement of material exchange represents Indigenous African ethics of sacred reciprocity and honoring energy, time, and ritual labor with material support.
This community-praxis research developed out of my desire to create wellness spaces built from an African Indigenous frame. At this ilé, they facilitate rituals, divination, and engage in communal care for members locally and transnationally to support and affirm their spiritual development and growth, cultural memory and survival, and healing. Ifá itself, practically speaking, is a divinatory science; a “philosophical system, based on sixteen basic and two-hundred-fifty-six derivative figures (Òdù) read through palm nuts or an eight-seed chain” (Salami, 2008, p. 95). The Òdù encode the moral and ecological teachings of humanity, from birth to death, and they serve to orient both ritual practice and community life in harmony with the wisdom of natural cycles. I conducted ethnographic fieldwork, participant observation, and twelve in-depth interviews with members of the temple over the summer of 2024. Participants shared stories about their experiences of spiritual transformation and healing, the power of Ifá/Òrìṣà veneration as salve and protection against forces that continue to oppress Black life, and our role as a diasporic Indigenous community. 
This report is an artifact of that communal, Indigenous praxis. It asks, from a decolonial vantage, that Indigenous African epistemologies be affirmed and treated as living and valid ways of knowing. This decolonial, qualitative inquiry explores: How do ATR Spiritual communities in the diaspora leverage ancestral wisdom, knowledge, and technologies as Ecologies of Care? How do these (Ecologies of Care) holistic approaches integrate healing and well-being? How do these become strategies for advancing decoloniality? As I center on the epistemologies of ATRs and my insider identity as a priestess and a scholar, the project explores the empirics of holistic healing as both an academic inquiry and a spiritual responsibility, and one that weaves a story of how ancestral practice not only heals us but reimagines collective well-being and liberation.
2.	Researchers Positionality
I am a British-born Jamaican immigrant, community-engaged researcher, and Chief Ifá/Orìṣà priestess who is working in the intersections of colonization, cultural resilience, and spiritual connection. I write not only as a student of Ifá/Orìṣà, but as a devotee and titled priest. I was initiated into several Òrìṣà priesthoods after being called to divinely reclaim Ifá/Orìṣà practice as a medicine of ancestral healing for my lineage and alignment with my destiny. This calling was made clear after many years of receiving Ifá and other divinations across African diasporic traditions. Various preparations and rituals, acceptance and guidance from spiritual elders, the release of certain relationships and behaviors, and deep listening to spirit accompanied my journey into priesthood and later, a Chieftaincy title. Performing the many roles of Chief priestess, educator, cultural worker, and doctoral researcher requires ongoing reflexivity on my own subjectivity, positionality, and motivations. 
I come to this work with a positionality forged through years of living between and bridging multiple worlds (academia, ancestral tradition, secular and sacred, diasporic and land-based) and with the daily reflexivity required to navigate numerous roles related to the community I write about. This includes embodying insider and outsider roles and my own liminality as a diasporic descendant of Africans and the great-granddaughter of the Windrush Generation; as I am similarly located in a history of displacement, relocation, and endurance. As Hall (1990) puts it, “The Windrush Generation were not simply brought to Britain to rebuild the nation after the war; they were also to become the bearers of a new, and often contested, sense of Britishness, a sense that would be challenged by the continuing legacies of empire.” Born in London but not Jamaica like many of my family members, I did not directly experience this intergenerational journey, but my story is just as much a product of British imperial policy and Caribbean resistance as theirs. This history of emancipation, migration, and transatlantic movement grounds my positionality, research, and political commitments in cultural memory, Black endurance, and the refusal of erasure. My work is an intergenerational contribution to the politics of protection, preservation, and re-imagining ancestral traditions as sites of collective healing and transformation. My own early curiosity about ancestry and my desire to fill in the gaps of what I knew about where I came from drove me to learning about and later participating in African spiritual systems that predated the transatlantic slave trade. This personal research later took the form of political and intellectual engagement with the historical, cultural, and diasporic formations of African Traditional Religions (ATRs), including Lukumí, Candomblé, and Obeah, and I finally found my spiritual home within the Yorùbá Ifá/Orìṣà tradition. This journey was parallel to my work as an educator, more than a decade in higher education and critical pedagogy, as well as my transnational fieldwork and Black feminist organizing. Over time, and especially through my work as an Ifá/Orìṣà priestess, I came to see Indigenous African spiritual systems not only as sacred modes of being in the world, but as deeply political frameworks for resistance, ecological stewardship, and collective care. It is from this place, of embodied practice and political analysis, that this work is grounded. My identity as a scholar-priestess is not incidental to the work; it is the lens through which I have come to interpret it. And while I hold a position of community leadership in the community that I am writing about, I also understand myself as accountable to its elders, to its lineages, and to its integrity as it is embodied by those who have stewarded its practices before me. This is not only academic research: it is spiritual labor and ancestral responsibility, personal and collective political action, and a contribution to the work of decolonial healing.
3.	Theoretical framing
The theoretical framing of this community praxis project is rooted in several key frameworks that emphasize decoloniality, Indigenous knowledge, holistic healing, and community-based methodologies.  The praxis blends decolonial theory, indigenous epistemologies and psychologies, liberation psychology, and critical pedagogy to serve as a holistic lens to understand and address the psychological, spiritual, and social needs of marginalized communities. By positioning ATRs, specifically the Ifa/Oriśa practice, as central to the healing process, it serves as a comprehensive lens to examine the intersections of spirituality, well-being, and liberation. 
“The basic principles of Ifá-Orisha center sacred wholeness as fundamental in both the theological and practical realms, with particular attention designated to psychological and emotional themes” (Hart & Suarez 2013). Functioning as informal health networks,  Ifá/Orìṣà-based spiritual communities often function as informal health networks providing physical, emotional, and mental health care rooted in ritual, herbal knowledge, and ancestral wisdom based on the knowledge of the diviner and/or the connection between the priest/priestesses and the deity. Another foundation of Ifá/Oriśa is divination: “Ifá divination has been central to the culture of the Yoruba people in south-western Nigeria for at least 2,500 years” (Joseph 2022). During divination, the diviner supplies the client with a way to imagine and understand her situation and conducts a process of spiritual inquiry that helps individuals make sense of their circumstances by seeking guidance from ancestral or divine forces. 
Fanon’s critique in Wretched of the Earth provided a theoretical foundation for understanding how colonization severed Indigenous peoples from their cultural practices and spiritual identities. His call to end the colonial situation, “There is one duty to be done, one end to achieve: to thrust out colonialism by every means in their power”(Fanon 1963, p.21) resonated deeply in the context of my work, as the project sought to undo the psychological wounds caused by cultural disconnection stemming from colonial gloom through the reclamation of indigenous knowledge, such as Ifa/Oriśa traditions.
Traditional Western psychology has been shown to be woefully inadequate in both theoretical and clinical capacities to adequately serve the mental health and well-being of people of African descent. Myers and Speight (2010) claim that not only has traditional psychology been unable to serve African-descent populations, but it has even contributed to their marginalization through pathologizing various cultural manifestations of identity, spirituality, and resistance.  “This dominating model makes African descent people strangers to themselves, aliens to their culture, oblivious to their condition, and less than human to their oppressor” (Hilliard, 1997, p. 93). There is a dire need for culturally specific, liberatory models that establish one’s connection to ancestral wisdom, cosmology, and community care. My community praxis is informed by the African Traditional Religions (ATRs), as a counter-epistemology that offers a different model of mental health as being collective, spiritual, and ecological rather than individual. Through a ritual-based, divinatory, herbal medicine, and oral tradition-based process, this work aims to support an individual’s process of remembering, resisting, and rehumanizing African-descended people while working through intergenerational trauma. It affirms what traditional models have sought to erase: that to heal is to remember, resist, and reconnect with spiritual sovereignty.
Aurora Morales’ insight from The Historian as Curandera further shaped my praxis by emphasizing the power of storytelling in reclaiming erased histories. “History is the story we tell ourselves about how the past explains our present, and how we tell it is shaped by our contemporary needs” (Morales, 1998, pg. 1).  Morales highlights how coloniality disrupts cultural practices by erasing historical identities and records. Her work guided the project's focus on telling untold stories, asking critical questions about ancestral knowledge, and centering marginalized communities historically denied access to their spiritual and cultural legacies. By creating a space for participants to explore their experiences with Indigenous spiritual practices, the project aligned with Morales’ call to decolonize our relationships to history, recognizing the importance of oral traditions and ancestral memory in re-establishing identity.
M. Jacqui Alexander’s emphasis on spiritual resistance in Pedagogies of the Sacred provided a crucial framework for integrating the sacred into praxis. Alexander calls for a return to Indigenous ontologies and communal learning, urging us to “go beyond knowledge derived from books “Reading against the grain to fill in the spaces of an absent biography was simply not sifficient. I couldn’t rely on the knowledge derived from books, not even on the analytic compass that I myself had drawn” (Alexander 2005, p.294). This perspective was vital in framing the Ifa/Oriśa spiritual practices within my project as tools for personal healing and as acts of decolonial healing that restore communal bonds between historically marginalized communities through reclaiming ancestral wisdom.
Recently, emerging scholarship has seen mutual aid and community-based healing practices as an important mechanism to combat institutional neglect and support Black well-being. According to Dean Spade (2020), “Mutual aid is a political, social, and spiritual container for people to practice collectively working through struggle and difference” (p. 82). Spade’s framing is vital because it highlights the longevity and viability of Black, non-state-sponsored support, recognizing that Black mutual aid isn’t simply an emergent phenomenon. On the contrary, as part of their collective practice, Black communities have long engaged in acts of ancestral knowledge, spiritual accountability, and group-supported wellness. According to Reese and Johnson (2022), “Black ecologies of care are ongoing experiments in relationality that foreground Black life and ways of living in ecologies of neglect and terror” (p. 1). Black ecologies are born in the forgotten places—territories that often house dispossessed bodies, unwelcome bodies, and assaulted bodies—but they also provide homes for survival, for healing, and liberation.
This understanding of ecologies of care also resonates with contemporary healing justice frameworks emerging from Black social movements. Bartholomew et al. (2018) argue that the Black Lives Matter movement functions as a site of healing justice by centering anti-racist, intersectional, holistic, and culturally grounded approaches to wellness that attend to historical trauma, resilience, and collective liberation. Rather than locating healing solely within individual therapeutic interventions, healing justice recognizes communities themselves as spaces where restoration, political education, spirituality, and mutual care become intertwined. This broader framework complements African Indigenous spiritual traditions, where healing similarly emerges through communal relationships, ritual practice, ancestral connection, and collective responsibility rather than individualized treatment.
In addition to these histories, Black-led spiritual communities who practice ATRs have created what some call “maroon communities inside geographies of violence—hidden in plain sight” (Mingus, 2018, p. 46). These include rituals and care practices that encourage wellness, belonging, and political resistance. These ideas align with the practices of Ìjọ Ifá Ogúndá Máṣà, which demonstrates that  Ifá/Òrìṣà communities can be examples of Black ecologies of care. While one might argue that healing is spiritual and community is a component of it, Black spiritual communities can facilitate these activities while being community-based, spiritually based, and dependent on ancestral knowledge, autonomy, and freedom. Drawing from these theorists, my praxis site became a sacred space where decoloniality was enacted through spiritual practices, testimonios, and reconnection to ancestral knowledge. The process centered on the possibilities of psychological liberation, cultural empowerment, and the healing of historical wounds, aligning with the decolonial emphasis on reclaiming Indigenous knowledge systems and spiritual practices as pathways to resistance and healing.
4.	Methodology
This was a mixed-methods ethnographic and participatory action research project informed by Indigenous research principles. The “researcher” in this study uses the insider-researcher approach (Smith, 2013). Data collection took place with participants from Ìjọ Ifá Ogúndá Máṣà, a community of people that practices the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition in which the researcher is one of the spiritual heads. Most of the participants have a longstanding and familial relationship with the researcher. The study recruited 12 participants from within this space who identified as Black. A special emphasis was placed on recruiting participants who also identified as LGBTQ+, Afro-Caribbean, neurodivergent and/or Southern to center the experiences of those who are typically excluded from research. Specific tools were designed to serve a specific purpose in collecting information:
4.1 Zoom Interviews
Every participant in the study was given a 60–90 minute interview, completed either iover Zoom. These interviews were comprised of questions that addressed participants’ spiritual journey, relationship to ancestral spiritual practice, as well as their experiences of inclusion and exclusion in Ifá/Òrìṣà spaces, among other questions. These interviews were audio recorded with participant consent and later transcribed for coding.
4.2 Participant Observation & Ritual Engagement
As an insider researcher, I took fieldnotes during rituals including festivals, ceremonies, and other related activities in the community. This embodied and relational understanding of participant experiences was useful in observing how information from interviews was (or was not) brought to life in lived community spaces.
4.3 Reflexive Journaling
In addition to data collection on the experiences of participants, the researcher also engaged in reflexive journaling throughout the process. These recordings and written notes served as a place to process feelings, emotional or ethical tensions that came up during the process and evolving interpretations and served as a tool for accountability in balancing the dual role of the researcher who is both a member of the research community as well as a scholar studying it.
4.4 Archival & Cultural Record Keeping
In addition to formal and recorded interviews, informal teachings and conversations within the community, and chants and oral histories were collected to help better contextualize and situate what was recorded in interviews within the greater cosmology and educational approaches used in the in the ilé. These various tools served different purposes in triangulating the information collected in the study as well as helping the researcher balance a need for deep, rich information that was contextualized as well as a need for accurate and representative data that came from the actual lived experiences of the study participants. 

4.5 Participant Demographics
A total of 12 Black participants (ages 22 – 38, M = 28 years) took part in the community-praxis study.
Gender identity: One participant identified as trans masculine; nine described themselves as non-binary, gender-non-conforming, or gender-queer (many also embraced “woman/femme”); two identified as cisgender women.
Sexual orientation: Ten participants self-identified as queer, while two (both cisgender women) identified as heterosexual.
Geographic location: Participants resided primarily in the U.S. Northeast and Mid-Atlantic (e.g., Baltimore, Brooklyn, Washington, DC) with additional representation from Denver, Houston, and Miami.
Spiritual status: Six were Olórìṣà (Kumari 2020) and fully initiated into Ifá; the remaining six were Akapo (received Ìṣẹfà). Two of the Olórìṣà served as ìlè clergy leaders.
Religious upbringing: Most were raised in Christian households; one was raised in both Muslim and Christian traditions; another in Christian and Santería traditions.
Additional identities: Five participants described Afro-Caribbean or Afro-Latin(x) heritage; three identified as neurodivergent; one identified as disabled; four noted a community-organizing background, and 1 identified as a birth worker.
4.6 Reflexive Praxis 
As a spiritual leader of the ilé, I held a unique position as a practitioner and researcher. Because of this, my work has been one of the ongoing self-reflections to ensure ethical, relational, and non-extractive practices. Doing so has enabled me to approach research as a sacred act and not just an academic exercise. This includes embodying insider and outsider roles and my own liminality in between. As someone who holds a position of intimacy and influence within the community that I am studying, who leads its rituals, provides spiritual counsel, and co-creates its spaces of collective care, my roles inevitably impacted the access that I was granted as well as the boundaries, consent, and ethical care that I had to be especially mindful of at each stage of the research process. I was not only “studying up” on this community; I was living in and laboring with it, ritually, emotionally, and politically. In this way, my status as an “insider-researcher” (Smith, 2013) is not only methodological but spiritual and embodied. I had to understand this work as a praxis of humility and mutual accountability, where knowledge would be shared and revealed not extracted but through the labor of relational trust and co-intention.
The narratives provided by participants spoke about the enduring consequences of coloniality (the removal of ancestral traditions, the religious stigma, and the marginalization within Christian spiritual spaces). It also reflected decolonial healing through the practice of ritual, the building of community, and the reclaiming of culture. Given this, I approached the participants as co-stewards of knowledge, holding interviews in a dialogue-oriented space with their consent as the driving factor, with a focus on trust, care, and self-determination. To avoid extracting the experience of these participants, I interacted with them throughout the process, while conducting additional informal conversations with community members outside of the main interview to verify and expand on the research findings. My role as a leader of the ilé facilitated the establishment of a level of trust and mutual respect between myself and the participants.
5.	Findings
All participants were volunteers that were self-selected, members of the temple community who responded to an open call for participation in the project. Recruitment was based on informed consent, and there were no incentives for participation. Twelve participants volunteered for the study, which was a sample size not determined by protocol but by the number of available practitioners who felt spiritually called and personally ready to share their stories at that moment. All had participated as members of the temple for a minimum of one year and had been involved in core rituals and communal celebrations. 
All 12 participants in the study described a sense of rootlessness prior to engaging with the spiritual community. For all participants, the return to Ifá/Òrìṣà practice was not only a spiritual choice, but an act of decolonial political and ancestral remembering—a re-turning home. All framed their participation in ritual, initiation, and Òrìṣà devotion as sacred work of ancestral-reclamation and remembrance of one’s own personal destiny. In this way, the data in the study contributes to current literature by centering Indigenous spirituality as a primary decolonial praxis—not in service to Western psychological models, but as a complete system of care, cosmology, and ethical life. For these participants, divination, offerings, “Omíeró” (Mason 20222) ritual baths, and communal ceremonies were not “alternative therapies but, the work itself and complemented other healing modalities like therapy, and reiki” (Participant 6) Participants reported how these appeasements help them maintain emotional stability, serving as a tool to heal from trauma, assert one’s selfhood, and manifest satisfying conditions in their lives that improved their mental states and daily routines. All participants testified to the positive impact of performing regular prayer days to their shrines and deities and the profound shifts they experienced, increasing their resilience and preparedness to take on challenges and daily tasks. The research revealed that practicing the Ifá and Oriśa tradition, within a spiritual community, provides healing through practical indigenous rituals that serve as tools that support both the individual and the collective. 
On power, as both priestess and researcher, I was keenly aware that I was occupying a position of authority in the community. For this reason, I had to remain reflexive and humble in all my interactions. I knew that to lead with integrity, I had to also be led—I had to be led by the question as much as by spirit, by tradition, and by the life of the participants. I also had to enter each exchange as if it was a co-learning experience and not a data-collecting experience, and I had to be deliberate about not replicating extractive research models which perpetuate colonial knowledge hierarchies. Part of this humility included listening well, asking permission before recording interviews, and knowing when not to analyze or share the information that was provided. In a sense, knowing when to be silent was part of it too. My research methods were also about being able to hold space, to be a container of trust, ritual grounding, and shared accountability. This was in line with my perception of Ifá/Òrìṣà praxis as always being relational knowledge, or that knowledge was not possessed, but revealed by way of collective alignment and wisdom. Because the participants and I had shared ceremony, counsel, and care over a long time, there was a history of intimacy and trust that had been built, which allowed the research encounter to be a co-creative process. In this way, power was not given, but redistributed through reciprocal respect, shared vulnerability, and the awareness that both the researcher and participants were co-authored in an unfolding narrative of decolonial healing and self-determination. The findings also gesture to the ways in which research in Indigenous and Black spiritual communities must be grounded in relational accountability, reciprocity, and spiritual sovereignty and held as sacred dialogue. Consequently, the data underscored that research in Indigenous and Black spiritual communities must privilege reciprocity, mutual agency, and cultural responsibility—wherein inquiry itself becomes an act of collective care and change.
 In addition, participants shared that engaging in this tradition requires initiation, travel, appeasements/sacrifices, and divination, which can carry heavy financial costs. It is important to name the contradictions and nuance that these economic factors can be seen as replicating class-based exclusions, particularly for single parents, students, and those without access to wealth and how at the same time, these material exchanges are not new and reflect long-standing Yorùbá traditions in which spiritual labor has been supported through offerings like currency, and/or material goods.  While participants acknowledged tensions around affordability, they also expressed profound gratitude for how the ilé operates as a “solidarity economy” (Participant 10), where each members monthly contributions mirror an African-centered economy of care, through the ethic of mutual responsibility. Rather than mimicking colonial institutions, this model represents a modern iteration of Yorùbá relational ethics in response to the economic realities of the diaspora and the origins of how the Ifa/Orisa tradition has always existed. Participants uplifted the temple’s sliding scale membership fee model and its ongoing commitment to communal mutual aid in times of crisis, health emergencies, and spiritual struggle. These practices were not understood as charity, or transactional, but as acts of interdependence and care, which is important to the tradition itself. Yet, it is also important to name that the collection of monthly membership fees can be understood as a product of modern economic systems, if one is not familiar with traditional Yorùbá societies, initiations, divinations, and rites of passage, which have always required material contributions including currency.
While the findings appear that the ilé resists commodification through non-extractive, redistributive models to operate and sustain and support its membership, it must still navigate—and adapt to—the financial structures imposed by the world in which it operates, regardless of its origins. Participants shared that the temple’s sliding scale membership fee is an effort to blend ancestral values of reciprocity and collective care, but suggests that it does not challenge the existing system which functions based on capitalism. These tensions highlight the complex realities of sustaining Indigenous practice that predates colonization and the realities it has historically operated from, which does create barriers for members to access spiritual communities and the workings of the tradition, due to a lack of capital. 
They also reflected gendered experiences of a tradition whose sacred language, Yorùbá, is grammatically non-gendered, but whose ritual and leadership practices have sometimes been seen to reflect gender hierarchies. While some women and gender-expansive practitioners named tensions around access to certain forms of spiritual authority, others understood the practice as a process of decolonizing not only the world, but the internalized binaries within themselves. These insights pointed to both the liberatory possibilities and perceived limitations of the Ifá/Oriśa practice and the work that could still be done to make inclusion real in embodied ritual space. On the other hand, participants also affirmed that spiritual leaders — many of whom experience marginalization at the intersections of race, class, and other factors — should be fairly compensated for their labor. They noted that divinations, initiations, and ceremonies require years of sacrifice, spiritual investment of learning, and relational service. The call, then, was not to do away with cost, but to ideate on how the emerging possibilities to develop other economic models, models — ones that protect the sanctity of the work of the elder, the tradition, and the member in need to ensure no one is left behind.
 I hope these insights spur deeper reflection and ongoing dialogue around how spiritual communities can honor pre-colonial indigenous traditions, while reviewing the influence of colonialism, and various barriers that could exclude full participation of all members. These conversations also show that an ilé is not only a spiritual center but an emerging blueprint for how we might build reciprocal “Ecologies of care” (Reese and Johnson 2022) and cultures of accountability, and solidarity, beyond colonial scarcity and exclusion.
5.1 Emergent Sacred Stories
Four interlocking themes emerged from the interviews, observations, and collective dialogues that capture how practitioners embody decolonial healing.

Table 1.  Key Themes, Core Insights, and Participant Testimonies	Comment by user: Please, add an in-text citation for Table 1	Comment by Trinice McNally: I am the author. 
Note. Table created by the author based on participant interviews conducted between August and September 2024.
	Themes
	Core Insights
	Participant testimony

	Spiritual Reclamation & Identity Transformation
	All twelve respondents left behind their own Christian, Muslim, or syncretic backgrounds in favor of Ifá/Òrìṣà, describing it as a grounding return to their roots. DNA testing and genealogy research frequently served as catalysts for this process.
	“To be the first in centuries to reclaim our bloodline’s tradition is beyond words.” – Participant 4

	Holistic Healing & Well-Being
	Participating in Ìborí (feeding one’s head) and Omíero baths was cited as instrumental in maintaining good mental health and developing resilience. Many of those who had experienced depression, anxiety, or ADHD described the shrine work and Ọ̀ṣẹ̀ prayer days as a“ritual anchor” alongside medication and therapy.
	“Honoring Ọ̀ṣe pṛ̀ayer days have allowed me to understand what I want and need”. – Participant 6

	Communal Education as Ritual & Resistance
	The ilé is a living classroom where song, call-and-response, and embodied learning take place. Participants described this pedagogy as “a reclamation of Indigenous practices in a Western world”. The ilé’s participatory rituals, especially the annual Ifa/Oriśa Odun festival, were described as moments of emotional release, warning, and ecological reciprocity.

	“Dance is a spiritual technology that gets what you don’t need out of your body!” – Ilé leadership member

	Decolonial Praxis in Action
	Community members learned to value oral tradition, in addition to books as a rejection of Western knowledge as a superior hierarchies. Community members framed spiritual practice in terms of environmental justice (land, water, food), claiming that harm to the environment is an extension of the colonial process and lack of relationship with the earth. 
	“As practitioners we have access to spiritual technology through nature. We must continue learning about how we can intervene on climate disasters and work together to restore our relationships with land and all beings” -Participant 11

	The Ile as a place of belonging & care 
	The ilé serves as an Egbe Awo (collective of Ifa devotees), where everyone’s well-being is of concern to everyone else. Belonging is not just emotional—it is cosmic. Through rituals, learning immersions, shared labor, and interdependence, members are able to deepen relationships, provide mutual aid in times of crisis, find clarity about their purpose, and know why they came to earth and found one another.
	“When we come together as Egbe, it’s not just support—it’s alignment. We are each other’s mirrors and medicine.” – Participant 9


6.	Conclusions
The findings in my community practice confirm that Ifá/Òrìṣà spirituality is not only a cultural practice but a living decolonial technology. A technology that repairs ancestry, restores collective holistic well-being, and constructs infrastructures of communal care that counteract, and even heal colonial harm. I understand well the many issues that arise in positioning ATRs within terms like “decolonial technologies,” “healing justice tools,” and “liberatory practices.” The decoloniality in this work is multiple—epistemic in terms of knowledge reclamation, spiritual in terms of reorientation to Indigenous epistemes, and institutional in terms of a counter discourse on the nature of power, healing, and authority. But, at the same time, there are clear tensions in these terms as well. I’m left to grapple with the question “In what ways can this be truly “decolonial” when all of this happens from historic origins of material exchange and from a position of diaspora, including displacement and ongoing inequalities in wealth, knowledge, and ritual praxis? Participants held these tensions with full consciousness during interviews, naming questions around how the very access to or knowledge of tradition could be mediated by class, economic, gender, or even language barriers. Their narratives validate Abimbola’s (2016) claim that Yorùbá religion, by design, includes no one on the basis of race, gender, or class and yet, that there is still tension of pre-colonial origins, Western reality, self-actualization and healing that take place. This dynamic mirrors Gloria Anzaldúa’s (2002) model of consciousness: personal healing, spiritual development, and sociopolitical awareness are inseparable in ATR praxis—revealing that the scope of Ifá/Òrìṣà practice includes transformative power across all levels and that there is still a possibility for an economic model that prioritizes sustainability, dignity, and collective well-being for all members of an ilé to emerge. These gaps and tensions show that while the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition is a generative, powerful, and profoundly liberatory form and practice of spiritual technology, there are still relations of power, lack of capital, and resources reinforce scarcity and material conditions. “Decolonial,” in this context, is not a claim of purity, but an acknowledgment of the way that Ifá/Òrìṣà spiritual praxis can produce epistemic resistance, and healing. As Maldonado-Torres (2016) points out, “Thinking and creating cannot by themselves change the world … One can also add other activities, such as spirituality, and still, by themselves, they cannot change the world.” These are not merely philosophical points, but practices, physical and spiritual modes of embodiment. If we return to the data, we find that in my participants’ accounts coloniality most often took on the texture of a deep disconnection with Ancestral lineages and nuance of material exchange. A lost sense of place in the world, the collective and the cosmic. Fomented in part by colonial Christianity, by anti-ATR stigma, and by the everyday violence of this material world that refuses to let us live or breathe as Indigenous people—this break, or what Fanon (1963) once called psychic and cultural disfigurement, causing deep spiritual harm. But participants also showed me the way that this harm is actively being undone, undone through the praxis of Ifá/Òrìṣà, through living the way that we have been living for a very long time. Participants described, in their own words, the spiritual work of divination, baths, offerings, prayer days, and ritual performance itself. These practices were far more than symbols, cultural signposts, or signifiers of community. They were also epistemic, in that they allowed people to actively unlearn colonial logics, to access indigenous ways of life, and to actively restore those pieces of the self that have been shattered. Spiritual work provided healing of trauma, increased resilience and general daily support of the emotional and mental condition of practitioners. In this, ATRs are themselves a kind of decolonial engine not through abstract theorizing, but through real-world, lived and spiritual embodiment of care.
 Central to that sense of spiritual embodiment was the way that Ifá/Òrìṣà spiritual praxis became an Ecology of Care. The ilé was itself a space of sanctuary and healing, an ecosystem of well-being where spiritual learning went hand in hand with communal wholeness. As Ifá Priests and Òrìṣà devotees, these were sacred spaces and also schoolhouses, where participants reported coming not only for Ancestral devotion, but also to become educated and politicized in ways that other social movement work or academic studies has not or could not. This was community, even for LGBTQ+, immigrant, neurodivergent, and Southern Black members, those who may be seeking ATR community because they are not fully recognized or understood in other ATR spaces. For these participants, the ilé was their first African Traditional Religious space that fully affirmed the integrity of their whole selves. Participants also highlighted structural tensions and points of dissonance. Similar to the description of healing justice detailed by Bartholomew et al. (2018), the ilé functions as a space outside of religion that also provides a community infrastructure where vulnerability, ritual and ceremony, collective healing and resilience are refined. Healing within both the context of the ilé and healing justice is never disconnected from community, building a political consciousness, or working towards collective liberation. Some participants held critical perspectives on wealth as a factor that precluded full access to ritual, healing, or training, particularly when it came to initiation fees or consistent access to divination readings and prescriptions. In all these cases, the ilé, in particular, was held up as a site that works to counteract these imbalances, particularly when operating as a solidarity economy with sliding scale membership fees, communal mutual aid, or collective healing rituals, such as regarding that exist alongside and as part of our ritual care calendar. These are sites and practices that I, too, am grateful for.

Finally, it is important to name, and continue to grapple, as participants also did, that their current economic model is valid for priests to request and deserve cost for their labor, their training, and the deep emotional-spiritual work that they provide to others like divination and that members who may not be able to afford costs like membership fees, should still access spiritual communities and support. This model reflects an evolving decolonial ethic: one that reclaims ancestral traditions while adapting to diasporic realities in ways that prioritize sustainability, dignity, and collective well-being for those that are reclaiming ancestral practices like the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition. 
In sum, the research data gathered by this project points to the conclusion that Ifá/Òrìṣà is not merely a personal spiritual journey. It is a communal and political, generational and cosmic liberation project. And, by extension, the ilé, our local spiritual community, can become a reparative site as well as a spiritual one. We use ancestral technologies, not only to preserve knowledge, but to extend its reach and meaning in service of collective belonging. We bring ritual, care, and community together, and, through that integration, invite people into a world where liberation is not simply a metaphor, but a felt and embodied possibility. Participants expressed a desire for a larger physical place where the spiritual community can organize its political, cultural, and social initiatives, with some describing the ilé as already serving this purpose—supporting members through sliding scales, collective readings, education, and numerous healing practices. The potential to also intervene and offer solutions that embed the spiritual into sacred roles like birth work, farming, and climate justice, as a tool towards ancestral reclamation and healing was revealed through participant narratives.  In many ways, this resembles how ATRs in their native contexts serve as cultural, educational, religious, and justice-based centers of community. Within this framework, the Ègbè Awo as a collective speaks to the well-being of the community as a shared obligation. Being part of the ilé is not merely a coincidence, but cosmological. Participants described the ilé as a space where destiny is affirmed in interdependence, shared recognition, and collective ritual. As one participant put it, “We are each other’s mirrors and medicine.”
 Together, these results show that Ifá/Òrìṣà practice is not merely a spiritual discipline just for individual personal development—it is an embodied, ancestral, and collective practice of liberation that can support marginalized people. The ilé as a physical location becomes a sanctuary and a framework for decolonial possibilities. As the testimonies of participants illustrate, this tradition is not static, but dynamic in praxis—held in sacred memory, in service to diverse lived realities, and a commitment to healing the world that has been broken. Through ritual, care, and community, Ifá/Òrìṣà practices are an act of reclaiming what it means to be whole, to be held, and to eventually be free.
7.	Conclusion and Recommendations for Re-imagining Teaching, Learning, and Inquiry
This Community practice report emphasizes that ATRs like Ifá/Oriśa in the 21st century can re-imagine education, healing, and community infrastructure. Indigenous spiritual wisdom opens opportunities to decolonize pedagogy by re-centering traditions suppressed by settler-colonial traditions. Ancestral practices can create new forms of learning and being together: outside the university and social services. Through my interactions with Ìjọ Ifá Ogúndá Máṣà as a researcher, I learned that the ilé served as an alternative teaching space: one built on ritual, memory, and oral tradition. Learning and healing environments here center people and relationships, not just hierarchy and mastery. To preserve and expand such work, resources for spiritual communities must be invested in. Participant narratives highlighted the need access to land, property, and unrestricted funding to build on what they are already doing: supporting mental health, food justice, and mutual aid; developing healing knowledge systems that affirm Indigenous experience and history. Investing in spiritual communities like this ilé while ensuring they have complete sovereignty is a reparative strategy for sustaining indigenous peoples who are children of chattel slavery and Indigenous ancestors, whose rituals teach us how to grow justice, build community, and expand kinship.
Academics, Grantmakers, Law Enforcement, Elected officials and Health workers of the Medicine Industrial Complex, must see these communities as experts and innovators in working against pathology and violence. Ancestral approaches provide an opportunity to integrate oral, spiritual, and bodily knowledge into healing and educational institutions. Spiritual leaders who identify as queer, trans, neurodivergent, and low-income should be recognized as the leading scholars in designing a different system of knowledge production and liberatory praxis. Future scholarship must research, support, and archive similar praxis projects in the diaspora. These projects, for communities of all traditions, create an archive of spiritual-political resistance to guide us into liberatory futures. When the wisdom of Ifá and the guidance of the Òrìṣà are fully embraced as blueprints for community healing and resistance, we move beyond survival into sovereignty. In this future, wellness is not a privilege but a shared rhythm—poured like libation across generations, where memory becomes medicine, and spiritual tradition lights the path to liberation.
Glossary 
This glossary is included to support clarity, cultural respect, and reader accessibility. The paper uses key terms from the Ifá/Òrìṣà tradition, which may be unfamiliar to general audiences, as Yoruba traditions are mostly orally based. Rather than over-translating sacred language, the glossary offers concise definitions that preserve the cultural and spiritual meanings of these terms. Including this glossary also aligns with decolonial research values—it honors Indigenous knowledge systems and invites readers to engage with the tradition on its own terms. It is not just a tool for comprehension, but a gesture of respect and relational accountability. Please see link here.
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