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Bush Knowledge in the Concrete 
Jungle

a day in the life of an urban babalawo

Funlayo E. Wood

Names and identifying details have been changed to protect clients’ privacy.

A deep, sudden, belly laugh breaks through the low hum of conversation 
in the Golden Krust restaurant on 125th Street and Lenox Avenue in 
Harlem. I’m standing with the man from whom the sound emanated. 
The girl behind the counter looks startled but then begins to chuckle, 
touched by the infectious laughter. I can’t help but snicker myself—I’ve 
been infected too, it seems. As I wait for the food, the man heads toward 
a small red and yellow table a few steps away.

“So, what’s on the schedule today?” I ask him, placing the tray full 
of his callaloo, salt fish, and boiled banana, and my cornmeal porridge 
and fried dumpling onto the table and sitting down opposite him.

“We’ve got a busy day,” he begins. “Marie and Linda will be waiting 
by the time we get there. Then Paul is coming—you know he’s always 
late, you know I can’t stand that—then that Ghanaian fellow, Kwabena. 
I think there’s someone else too but I don’t remember. We’ve got to go 
to the vivero when we leave here.”

I nod and make mental notes as we join fingers and he begins to 
pray:

“Iba Olodumare, iba egun, iba gbogbo orisa, iba ile ogeere a foko yeri, our 
divine mother earth. May she never swallow us up. We give thanks for 
the food, for the bounty of the earth. We pray to be nourished and to 
be as water always knowing our direction. Ase, ase, ase. To iba Esu.”

•  •  •

The òrìsà—divine spirits born in the Yoruba-speaking areas of 
southwest Nigeria and parts of Benin and Togo—traversed the 
Atlantic with their devotees. They arrived in various locations around 
the globe, most notably in Caribbean nations like Cuba, Brazil, and 
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Haiti, and, later, the United States. While the tradition of worship has 
taken on different names and flavors in each of these destinations, 
òrìsà practitioners typically regard each other with respect no matter 
whether they refer to their practice as Candomblé, Lukumi, La Regla 

de Ocha, Santería, Sango, Yoruba religion, 
Ifá-Òrìsà, or simply “the religion.” As hap-
pens in any religion, conflicts sometimes 
arise over who is doing what in the “right” 
or “authentic” way. Still, nearly all òrìsà wor-
shipers agree on the importance of the Ifá 
oracle. Worshipers—and some clientele 
who may not consider themselves worship-
ers per se —typically hold the oracle and its 
custodians, known as babalawo (singular and 
plural), in high esteem and consult them 
throughout their lives.

Chief Babalawo Oluwole Ifakunle Adetutu Alagbede (“and the 
names continue,” he often jokes) is one such custodian of the Ifá 
oracle. His clients range from troubled teenagers to grandmothers in 
every shade and ethnicity of black, and also some varieties of white, 
indigenous, and Asian. They hail from countries including the United 
States, Canada, Trinidad, Mexico, Nigeria, England, Ghana, Jamaica, 
and Barbados. Despite having been born and raised in the “concrete 
jungle” that is New York City, he spends his days—and sometimes 
nights—utilizing knowledge first discovered deep in the bush of what 
is now Nigeria, infused with the flavor of his native Harlem. An 
African American with some Puerto Rican and Jamaican ancestry, 
Baba Ifakunle—or simply Baba, as he is most often called—became 
involved in Yoruba religion during the 1960s in the wake of the Civil 
Rights Movement and at the beginnings of the Black Power era. Like 
many of his contemporaries, Baba reconnected with his African her-
itage through the religion.

I and many others were really coming from a mindset of African 
liberation, and so we came upon trying to take ourselves away 
from anything that wasn’t African. To that end, we found our-
selves seeking . . . religions which consisted of beating drums 
and spirit possession as well as becoming a part of a different 
way: wearing African clothes, taking on African names, as well 
as being able to raise our African liberation flag in order to 
liberate our spirits, our minds.

Divination and other African-inherited practices have played a role 
in uplifting the minds and spirits of many African Americans. Whereas 
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Protestantism, within which the majority of African Americans have 
been raised, often speaks of “waiting on the Lord,” African spiritual-
ities, and the practice of divination in particular, are perceived to 
allow people to play a more active role in their lives and participate 
more fully in the making of their own destiny. All practicing babalawo 
like Baba Ifakunle have the responsibility of communicating with the 
divine spirit of wisdom and destiny, known as Orunmila. Orunmila is 
thought to have witnessed the creation of the universe and all things 
in it and therefore to have knowledge of each individual’s life path. 
The babalawo deliver messages from Orunmila to their clients in the 
form of verses (ese) and stories (itan.) Once the babalawo has deliv-
ered the missive, a client’s agency comes into play. “I only deliver the 
messages,” Baba tells me matter-of-factly. “It’s up to the people what 
they do with the information.”

A repeated theme in the sacred orature of Ifá is that after receiving 
and following timely advice, clients will praise the babalawo who deliv-
ered the advice, while the babalawo praises the Ifá oracle and Orunmila, 
knowing that the information came not from the diviner himself, but 
from on high. Indeed, it is rare that the advice given to an individual 
from Ifá by way of Baba Ifakunle has proven wrong or untimely. Hav-
ing sat at his feet in training regularly from 2008 to 2016, I have borne 
witness to scores of clients coming through the door of his shrine 

Whereas Protestantism,
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proclaiming, “Baba you were so right! Everything you said happened!” 
to which he frequently replies, “What did I say? I was only reporting 
what Ifá told me.”

Advice from Ifá is wide-ranging and can entail behavioral modifi-
cations such as wearing or abstaining from wearing particular colors; 
eating or not eating certain foods; making small offerings of food, 
kola nuts, beverages, or other items to various òrìsà or to ancestral 
spirits; spiritual baths or medicines; and, yes, animal sacrifice. The 
latter practice is undoubtedly the most maligned and misunderstood 
aspect of the religions of Africa and its diaspora. Though highly 
sensationalized and overemphasized in the popular media, animal 
sacrifice is not the primary mode of engagement with the òrìsà. 
Still, the practice has been the object of much attention, even by 
the United States Supreme Court which upheld in 1993 the right of 
practitioners to carry out sacrificial rituals in their homes. Of sacri-
fice, Baba remarks:

According to Orunmila sacrifice is for survival; it is through sac-
rifice that we get anything done. It doesn’t only refer to animal 
sacrifice, but to any sacrifice: time, money, energy, or anything 
else we give up to gain something else. With regard to animal 
sacrifice specifically, I find it odd that many people believe it is 
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all right to eat a chicken which has been killed in a commercial 
process with no regard for its life but they would prefer that we 
not offer a chicken in a ritual setting where we pray over the 
animal and treat it with the utmost respect.

•  •  •

We arrive at the vivero, one of many live poultry markets sprinkled 
throughout the city, about ten minutes after leaving the restaurant. 
Baba has already called ahead to make his requests and the birds are 
boxed and waiting for us when we walk in—all except the pigeons.

“Man, what do you mean there’s no pigeons?” he booms at the 
owner, exasperated, but good-humored. “All these pigeons flying 
around here? Man, look, let me go get my net out the trunk,” he half 
jokes as he exchanges his money for the box, which he hands to me. 
We hop back into the car and I’ve barely 
got my door closed before he’s westbound 
down the narrow Harlem street headed for 
the shrine. While shrines are traditionally 
located in woodland surroundings, this one 
is in a Manhattan high rise, more than ten 
stories above the gritty streets. The door-
man knowingly eyes the NYC Condom 
box which Baba carries—he’s seen these 
boxes with holes cut into the sides often 
enough—and he greets us with a smile as 
we pass through the door. We move easily 
through the lobby to the elevator, preceded 
by a chorus of “hey man,” “how you doing,” and “all right now.” To 
our surprise, Marie and Linda are not in the lobby. They are usually 
quite punctual.

Baba bursts through the door of the apartment-temple and drops 
the box on a chair, shedding his shoes as he approaches the shrine. I 
scurry behind trying to keep up, kicking my shoes off and kneeling to 
his left on the straw mat before the array of òrìsà icons housed on our 
temple altar. He picks up a silver bell with a soaring eagle atop and 
begins to ring it slowly and deliberately as he calls out to the spirits in a 
fluid mix of Yoruba and English. Mid-prayer, the phone signals a guest 
downstairs and I rise to answer it without missing a beat. As I hang up, 
he punctuates the prayer with an “ase!” and prostrates before the altar 
before arising. I re-join him on the mat, lowering myself to the floor to 
be blessed—or “lifted”—by him, and I stand up just in time to answer 
the ringing doorbell.

Protestantism speaks 
of “waiting on the 
Lord,” while African 
spiritualities, and the 
practice of divination in 
particular, allow people 
to  play a more active 
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“Funlayo!” exclaim the two portly and gregarious sisters in tandem 
as they embrace me. They haven’t seen me for a while because I’ve 
been away at school. After a moment, I disentangle myself from their 
arms and step to the side to let them pass. They remove their shoes 
and approach Baba, who has just stepped into the living room, and 
each woman bends at the waist, touching the floor with her right hand 
and saying “aboru aboye abosise,” the traditional greeting to a babalawo 
which roughly means “the sacrifice was prescribed, the sacrifice was 
offered, the sacrifice proved to be efficacious.” He responds in Yoruba, 
wishing them good health and long life. He touches each of their backs 
near the shoulder and they stand up.

Respect is of paramount importance in Yoruba culture and religion. 
Greeting in prescribed gestures as well as words—often referred to as 
“saluting”—is central to practitioners’ interactions with one another. 
Saluting rebukes the racism and aggression black people in America 
face every day. Although genuflection in various forms is pervasive in 

Yoruba culture and, therefore, not specifi-
cally tied to religion, in the African Ameri-
can context, these gestures are almost 
completely confined to the realm of interac-
tion between practitioners of Ifá-Òrìsà.

Navigating the landscape of respectful 
interaction is critical because most learn-
ing within Ifá-Òrìsà religion still takes place 
through listening and watching. Despite the 
widespread presence of books, videos, and 
other media developed to teach the verses, 

stories, and practices of the religion, nearly all practitioners agree that 
there is no replacement for time spent assisting and learning from 
knowledgeable elders. Respect is the minimum payment for their time.

Baba Ifakunle, who is my elder and first master-teacher, is usually 
jovial and good natured. Still, he takes his teaching seriously. When it’s 
time to work, it’s time to work. Therefore, after exchanging pleasantries 
and laughs with the ladies, Baba claps his hands to signal that the time 
has come.

Marie and Linda see Baba regularly, so they know the drill. Like me, 
they spring into action. From bags they carried on the long subway ride 
from Brooklyn, they remove the òrìsà icons to be “fed”—sacrificed to. 
I place two plastic tubs on the floor before the shrine; into these the 
women place their icons. In the next fifteen minutes, songs are sung, 
prayers are chanted, and the hens are ritually slaughtered and filleted. 
Baba hands both women a bag of meat, instructing them to cook and 
eat it later that evening. With that, the first ritual of the day is done. 
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I wash the tubs, sweep the floor, and bid the ladies adieu as Baba and I 
prepare for the next client’s arrival.

The name of Baba Ifakunle’s temple shrine—Ile Omo Ope, “House 
of the Children of Palms”—pays homage to the palm tree’s prominence 
and sacredness amongst the Yoruba and many other African peoples. 
He is hesitant to give a concrete number of temple members because 
this number has fluctuated widely since the temple was founded in 
1989. “There are some people who come and stay and others who come 
and receive their blessing or receive what they’re looking for and they 
are on their way,” he notes. Over the course of the temple’s existence, 
he has performed thousands of divinations and propitiatory rituals, as 
well as many weddings, baby naming ceremonies, funerals, and other 
rites. “Like any other clergy, I perform rituals and ceremonies to help 
people with the dark areas of their lives as well as the light areas of their 
lives. I’m honored to be invited to be a part of that.”

Before coming to Ifá-Òrìsà, Baba explored many different forms of 
spirituality, including Wicca, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam. Ifá-Òrìsà, it 
seems, was the final destination. A divination session with Oba Efun-
tola Oseijeman Adelabu Adefunmi I—one of the first African Ameri-
cans to be initiated into the Òrìsà tradition, by way of Cuba, and the 
founder and first king of the famed Oyotunji Village in Sheldon, South 
Carolina—revealed that Baba Ifakunle would one day, himself, become 
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an Òrìsà devotee and Ifá priest. “Initially I was quite resistant to it,” 
Baba remarks.

Oyotunji Village, where Baba lived briefly during the 1970s, was 
founded with the goalof creating a “real African village” in the United 
States. Through omission of modern conveniences its founders 
attempted to achieve authenticity, eschewing running water, elec-
tricity, and other supposedly “un-African” accoutrements. Ironically, 
Baba’s time at the village did little to prepare him for the realities of 

what he would find when he landed on 
African soil. “I was shocked when I got to 
Nigeria and saw that there were lights!” 
he begins, jovially reflecting on his first 
landing in Lagos. “I’m exaggerating, but 
only slightly. The idea we had about Africa 
came from people who had never actually 

been there. As a result, we had one pretty narrow idea of what we 
thought Africa was and we weren’t really prepared for anything out-
side of that.”

Owing to moments and mindsets like this, African Americans 
have been criticized for essentializing, and sometimes romanticizing, 
pre-colonial African cultures and religions. In turn, Africans have been 
criticized for seeing the United States as a “land of milk and honey” 
and a place where African Americans should be happy to be, despite 
the way in which they came to arrive there. Given this, ideological 
clashes have sometimes ensued between African Americans and con-
tinental Africans who each have very different of notions of who and 
what the other was or was supposed to be. One such clash ensued 
between Baba and some of the Yoruba people he met in Nigeria who 
had converted out of Ifá-Òrìsà and did not share his fervor for indig-
enous spirituality.

I was startled to find that that, while we were so gung ho about 
African religions in the U.S. and while we were so hungry for 
African-ness, as we perceived it, many of our brothers and sisters 
on the continent were not into African religions at all. It was like 
they were clinging to the Christianity and western ways we were 
trying to leave behind and we were clinging to the traditional 
religion and culture that they were trying to leave behind.

•  •  •

Baba turns to me, visibly annoyed. “You know I can’t stand it when 
people are late.”

“The idea we had 
about Africa came from 

people who had never 
actually been there.”
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“I know, Baba. But you know how Paul is,” I reply gently.
“I do know. I still don’t like it. But Ifá says, ‘those who know don’t die 

like those who don’t know,’ so thankfully I scheduled him and Kwabena 
at the same time so I can be getting something done. You know once 
I’m going, I like to keep it moving.”

As if on cue, the phone rings signaling a guest downstairs. I lay out 
a straw mat, place on it a stool for the incoming client, and, facing the 
stool, a pillow for Baba. Typically, a babalawo performing divination will 
sit on the floor while his client sits on a stool or chair, elevated above the 
diviner; this positioning reinforces humility and reminds the diviner 
that he is in service to the client and to Orunmila.

I open the door for Kwabena, who I am meeting for the first 
time. He greets Baba and removes his shoes as he enters. Just before 
Kwabena’s bottom makes contact with a chair in the waiting area near 
the door, Baba calls out, “Nope! Don’t sit there. Come on over here, 
I’m ready for you right now.” Baba sits on the pillow on the mat. I sit 
in a chair to his right and Kwabena positions himself on the stool 
across from us.

“You got lucky today,” Baba begins, handing me a pad and pen and 
gesturing toward me with his head. “My student is here and she takes 
the best notes of anyone. She’ll take notes for you.” Kwabena looks 
pleased and nods at me, smiling appreciatively.

“Okay, take your money, touch it to your head and chest and place it 
here,” Baba instructs, handing Kwabena a pedestaled vessel filled with 
the sixteen sacred palm nuts, or ikin Ifá, with which Baba will divine.

“Make your prayer,” Baba says gently.
Kwabena whispers lightly into the vessel, such that neither Baba 

nor I can hear, speaking his concerns and asking his questions of the 
oracle. When Kwabena is done, he hands the vessel back to Baba, 
who slips the money beneath the opon—divining tray—and begins a 
call and response chant with me as he touches the vessel to the top, 
bottom, right, left and center of the tray. After I have uttered the final 
response of “o gbo,” helping Baba to beseech the divinities to listen to 
the requests of his client, he begins to count the ikin, using his right 
hand to transfer them from the vessel and into his left hand. He counts 
five, then five again, then three, then two. The last one he touches to 
his eyes to induce his spiritual sight before placing it in his left hand 
with the rest.

Baba begins to rub the ikin vigorously as he prays to God (Olodu-
mare in Yoruba), to the ancestors—his own, mine and those of his 
client, all of whom may communicate in this shared space—and to 
the various òrìsà. He prays to Esu, the divine messenger and opener of 
the roads who was erroneously identified as Satan when the Bible was 
translated into Yoruba; to Ogun, the solitary hunter whose machete 
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clears paths to understanding; to Osun, the mother of sweet waters 
who heals and spurs civilizations as people travel and trade along her 
riverine veins; to Oya, the mighty transformer goddess whose winds 
of change must blow and bring both goodness and hardship to our 
lives; to Obatala, the patient father and “owner of all heads,” patron 
of the mentally and physically challenged who inspires us to be our 
best selves. Upon these òrìsà and more Baba calls. He closes his prayer 
with “ase,” a powerful word used to punctuate prayers and signify 
agreement, literally imbuing the speaker and the uttered words with 
extra life force and vitality.

Next Baba will create a geomantic figure from the palm nuts, known 
as an odu and consisting of two columns of single and double lines 
inscribed into the iyerosun powder spread on his divining board. But 
just as he moves to begin, Baba stops short. He is receiving a message. 
In addition to the skills of handling the ikin and memorizing the verses 
of Ifá, some diviners are blessed with a clairvoyance, enhanced by their 

tools and acquired knowledge. Since child-
hood, Baba recalls, “hearing things other 
people didn’t hear and seeing things other 
people didn’t see.” While he did not always 
report these sights and sounds for fear of 
being thought mad, he has been fortunate 
to encounter communities which recog-
nized his abilities as blessings and helped 
him enhance them. In addition to his initi-

ations in Ifá-Òrìsà, Baba has undergone rites and received initiations in 
a number of African, African diasporic, and other indigenous traditions 
including Palo Mayombe, a Kongo-Bantu-based tradition that arose 
alongside Yoruba traditions in Cuba; Spiritual Baptist of Trinidad and 
Tobago; and high Amazonian shamanism in Peru. These traditions 
have augmented Baba’s natural abilities and added to the tools he uses 
to assist others.

“They’re telling me that, after today, you’re going to be talking 
about me for the rest of your life,” Baba begins, addressing Kwabena.

“Really?” Kwabena replies tentatively.
“Mm-hmm. I know one of the things you are always concerned about 

is money, do you ever play the numbers?”
“Sometimes, not so often though.”
“Well, look, play this number,” says Baba, signaling me to write down 

a three-digit number. I write it in large print at the top of the page and 
circle it, lest it get lost among other notes soon to come.

“How long should I play it, Baba?” Kwabena asks.
“For seven days.”
“When should I start?”

He closes his prayer 
with “ase,” a powerful 

word . . . literally imbuing 
the speaker and the 

uttered words with extra 
life force and vitality.
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“Start today, man, c’mon! Work with me here!” Baba cries in playful 
frustration. Baba goes on with the reading, marking the figure of an 
odu on the board and then reciting verses and telling stories associ-
ated with it. There are 256 such odu figures and, it is said, each of 
these figures has at least 256 associated verses. This corpus has been 
maintained orally over hundreds—some say thousands—of years, with 
verses added and forgotten over time. To be considered a skilled 
diviner and earn the title babalawo—or “father of privileged knowl-
edge”—one must memorize at least eight verses of each of the 256 
odu along with their accompanying stories, ritual prescriptions, and 
prohibitions, known as eewo.

While women may be initiated to Ifá, obtaining the status of Iyanifa 
(literally, a mother who has Ifá), and many women study odu, it is less 
common for women to perform Ifá divination or be professional Ifá 
diviners. Traditionally, women simply did not have time to visit teachers 
and absorb the requisite knowledge. Those women who did learn Ifá 
are typically the daughters or wives of babalawo. However, women do 
enjoy high levels of respect and freedom as olorisa (òrìsà priests; literally, 
owners of òrìsà), with many heading their own temples and lineages, 
and boasting hundreds of godchildren—as one’s junior initiates are 
called—and becoming highly skilled in the cowrie shell divination sys-
tem known as merindinlogun. The issue of women being initiated to Ifá, 
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however, remains contentious. Opinions on women’s initiations vary 
among branches of the religion and among temples within the same 
branch. Some sects refuse to initiate women to Ifá at all, for example. 
Others give women only one ikin rather than the full set of sixteen 
needed to divine. Still others provide women a full set of sixteen with 
strict instructions that she must have a babalawo read the ikin for her 
rather than divining for herself. Only the rarest sects provide women 
the full set and allow them to divine. Because many of the stricter sects 
that do not allow women’s initiation into Ifá are in the Americas, nota-
bly Cuba, the last ten years have seen an upsurge of women going to 
Nigeria or working with Nigerian babalawo in their home countries in 
order to become initiated and study.

This and other issues, including liturgical disputes, economic dis-
putes, and various claims of authenticity, have caused friction between 
diasporic and Nigerian practitioners. African Americans have often 

found themselves at the center of these con-
flicts. So have Latino/a practitioners who work 
with Nigerians as they are seen as “defecting” 
from their Latin American roots in favor of “the 
Africanos.” Though African Americans were intro-
duced to òrìsà worship primarily by way of Cuba, 
some found that Cuban styles of practice did not 

suit their needs. Cuban sects incorporate aspects of Catholicism and 
European Kardecian spiritism. Their temples are Spanish-speaking 
and òrìsà are frequently represented with images of Catholic saints. In 
contrast, generally African Americans are not Catholic, do not speak 
Spanish, and enter the religion explicitly seeking an alternative to 
Eurocentric Protestant Christianity. Racial tensions have also flared at 
times as some Cuban practitioners—many of European descent—view 
the tradition as something belonging to them and to which African 
Americans should not have access except through them. These issues, 
coupled with the desire to practice in a manner more reflective of the 
òrìsà’s African roots, led African Americans to establish Anglophone 
temples and lineages and seek initiation in Nigeria rather than Cuba 
or the United States.

Baba Ifakunle was amongst the earliest African American practi-
tioners to undergo initiation in Nigeria, having completed his rites 
in Lagos in 1987. He and other African American Ifá-Òrìsà practi-
tioners who travel to Nigeria for initiation or other spiritual purposes 
continue to receive mixed responses from Nigerians—many of whom 
have converted to Christianity and Islam—as well as from some Afri-
can Americans at home who see anything outside of Christianity as 
being “of the devil.” The latter view arises out of a five hundred year 
tradition of branding African and other indigenous spiritualities as 

“I’m not trying to 
get rich from this; 
I’m trying to help 

people,” says Baba.
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“demonic” (at worst) and “primitive” (at best.) Many African and Afri-
can-descended peoples have taken this scorn to heart. Still, in times 
of need, these same people often return clandestinely to that which is 
tried and true. According to Baba:

While some of the African brothers and sisters that I speak 
with wonder why I do what I do, they’re glad that I do it! Even 
though they may be Christians or Muslims, they still understand 
the power and the efficacy of their traditional religions and I 
have many African clients from several different countries and 
ethnic groups who seek out my services. They are the clients 
who are the most likely to follow through with the rituals.

Ritual prescriptions are the key to unlocking the true potential of 
an Ifá divination session. They can vary widely in complexity and, there-
fore, price. When possible, Baba gives his clients the tools to handle 
their own rituals so they do not have to come back to him and spend 
more money. If he prescribes a spiritual bath, for example, he will typ-
ically send the client to a botanica, or spiritual shop, with a list of herbs 
to purchase and instructions for their use rather than having the client 
return to him to make the bath—and pay an additional fee—as some 
other priests are wont to do. “I’m not trying to get rich from this; I’m 
trying to help people,” says Baba. “You can’t do readings and rituals for 
free because the money is a part of the energy exchange and, also, peo-
ple seldom appreciate what they get for free. But if there’s something 
people can do for themselves, shoot—I let them do it!”

•  •  •

As a diviner and elder, Baba Ifakunle is often called upon to give 
speeches and lectures, and to officiate ceremonies. He does this not 
only within the òrìsà community and the larger Afrocentric African 
American or “cultural” community, but at institutions of higher learn-
ing around the country. He is known for his tough, no-nonsense—yet 
gentle—attitude. While his style may not work for everyone, he is widely 
respected for his expertise as a babalawo and òrìsà practitioner. Any 
mention of his skills and understanding of Ifá elicits from him the same 
humility and deference to his mentors. Before and since his initiation, 
Baba has studied under Nigerian elders such as Wande Abimbola, who 
is the Awise Agbaye, or spokesman of all babalawo in the world; Malumo 
Ifatukemi Alagbede, Araba of Ejigbo, in whose compound Baba was 
initiated; and Ifayemi Elebuibon, the Araba of Osogbo. On this side of 
the ocean, Baba Ifakunle was the godson and student of Oba Oseijeman 
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Adefunmi I and Renard Sango dei Awo Alaafia Simmons, among oth-
ers. As is common among Ifá practitioners, Baba Ifakunle holds his 
teachers and elders in high esteem. Of their contributions he says:

I have to give praise to my teachers. They helped put me on a 
path of growth and of happiness, a path that led me to remem-
ber those who have come before me and a path to remember 
the African spirit—that spirit which refused to die, refused to 
lie down, refused to give up. We are still here. It’s with the 
energy of my masters that I speak. I hope that I have served 
them well with dignity.

•  •  •

The sun has set and risen again. After the morning’s clients, Baba 
and I make our way to one of our favorite lunch spots: an Indian buf-

fet in East Harlem. When the meal is done, 
we sit chatting as Baba doodles on the paper 
table cover.

“Paul never showed up yesterday, you 
know?” he says to me, “You see what he does?”

I shake my head slowly. It wasn’t the first 
time and it wouldn’t be the last. Still, as 
annoyed as Baba is, he wouldn’t turn Paul 
away the next time he calls.

Baba’s phone rings. (“It never stops!”) It’s 
Kwabena.

“Baba!” he bellows excitedly as soon as the call connects. The phone 
is turned up loud and he shouts with such delight that I can hear him 
across the table. “That number you gave me! It came out! It came out 
straight! The exact number you said! Just how you said it!”

“Oh yeah?” Baba replies loudly. A little too loudly—the waiter and 
other diners turn to look. Baba dismisses their looks with a shake of his 
head and a wave of his hand. We come here often, they know him. “So 
how much did you win?”

Silence.
“Well . . .” Kwabena begins. Baba’s face drops anticipating his next 

words. “Actually, I didn’t play.”
“What! What do you mean you didn’t play?” Baba and I are looking 

at each other in open-mouthed disbelief.
“I . . . I went to one place when I left you and the machine wasn’t 

working so I figured I would just start playing today.”

My teachers helped 
put me on a path to 

remember the African 
spirit—that spirit 

which refused to die, 
refused to lie down, 

refused to give up. 
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“But I told you to start playing yesterday,” Baba says calmly, more to 
himself than to Kwabena. “Ok, I’m done talking to you now.” He presses 
the button to end the call.

We sit in silence for a few moments and then burst into excited 
chatter about how Kwabena let this happen. He was always complaining 
about money and Baba had given him the answer. Still, nothing.

“Well, I told him he would be talking about me for the rest of his 
life after yesterday,” he laughs. “And he will!”

I nod silently. We rise to head back out onto the hot Harlem side-
walk, Baba walking in front and me bringing up the rear. He turns to 
me, shaking his head: “You see? I can only help open the door. Some-
times they walk through, and sometimes . . . they don’t.” 


