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African American Wisdom Summit™ 
The Ancestral Journey: Cracking the Code of Your Inherited Genius 

Yeye Luisah Teish 
 
[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to The African American Wisdom Summit, a production of The Shift 

Network. I'm Nadirah Adeye and we are so glad that you are joining us. I'm very 
excited to introduce our special guest, Yeye Luisah Teish, an elder in the 
Ifa/Orisha tradition of the West African Diaspora. She's the founding mother of 
Ile Orunmila Oshun and Ase Theater. 

 
 She is the author of six books, mostly notably Jambalaya: The Natural Woman's 

Book of Personal Charms and Practical Rituals. She teaches with us here at The 
Shift Network as well as with The Center for Sacred Studies. Her videotape 
series, At the Crossroads: Finding your Life Purpose, is available at her website.  

 
 For today's session, please keep in mind that every person alive is descended 

from a long line of humans who have experienced a range of emotions, 
confronted challenges, acquired knowledge, and manifested a life guided by 
spirit. This information and experience is encoded in the DNA of the individual, 
the culture, and the human race as a whole. 

 
 In today's session, Teish will share a few of the practices employed by wisdom 

keepers to decide for the code and harvest this wisdom to improve life on this 
planet. Yeye Teish, it is a great pleasure to have you join us today. Welcome to 
the call. 

 
Teish: Thank you. I want to begin by saying "Alafia". When I say, "Alafia," your response 

is "Se alafia ni." When I say "Alafia," I am asking that you have good health and 
be at peace with your neighbor. And I always begin this way and ask that we take 
a moment to imagine what it would feel like to truly have good health and to be 
at peace with our neighbors. In order to have fully good health, we want to be 
balanced and connected at the levels of body, mind, spirit, and community. 

 
 So one of the problems that we have in our culture today is a history of a 

disconnection from spirit because of political and social and cultural disruption 
and many, many people are seeking for ways to reconnect with the ancestral 
genius that they have inherited. 

 
 I want to begin by making it very, very clear that all of us who are alive today 

have inherited both assets and liabilities from the long line of ancestors that we 
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come from. Every human on the planet has both gifts and responsibility for who 
we are and what we have inherited. 

 
 It is my intention today to give you a bit of an introduction, a bit of a taste of 

what it is like to reconnect with once ancestors and what the benefits of that 
are. On a regular basis, we want to do a thing called pouring libations. Pouring 
libations is a very, very simple process that's done by most people especially 
those of African descent out of the Diaspora.  

 
 One would take a glass of water that we have trade into and pour a drop of 

water on the earth and say, "omi tutu" which means freshwater, "ona tutu" to 
freshen the road with that water, "ile tutu" to freshen the earth with that water, 
"tutu gbogbo egungun" to freshen with energy and the memory of all of the 
ancestors who have come before us. 

 
 Every last one of us who was on the planet are the product of a long line of 

human beings who have manifested different things during their lifetime and we 
pay homage to that inheritance. 

[0:05:09] 
 We acknowledge that these human beings were spirit manifest that walk on the 

earth and thought and felt and did things that we now have both as gifts and as 
obligation. We acknowledge that we are on earth and that earth needs to be 
respected and that we are spirit embodied in physicality here on this earth.  

 
 Now, omi tutu, cool water, cool water, cool water, is one of the most important 

elements here, because it is a hint toward how we want to move in this world. 
Cool does not cold, cool does not mean emotional, cool means to be in balance, 
cool means to be connected, cool means to be as fresh as water, to have good 
character, and we call upon the embedded knowledge of our ancestors to help 
us with this. 

 
 So now, of course, if you were raised particularly in the West, and if you have not 

heard this kind of attitudinal thing, some things may come up where we bump 
up against what people called biological determinism. It has been news 
completely in the wrong way to tell us that some of our ancestors were inferior, 
some of our ancestors were superior, some of our ancestors were retarded, et 
cetera, et cetera, et cetera. 

 
 I would like for you to make a shift away from that into first of all a place of 

gratitude for your life, for your body, with the millions of possibilities for there to 
not be your life, for sperm to have missed egg and not created you, for you to 
have died in the womb or to have been lost in transit here, or to have 
experienced things ended your life before this point. I want to invite you to take 
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a moment and appreciate the body that you were given by your ancestors. Give 
thanks for life.  

 
 Now, what happens to people next is they say, "Well, maybe I'm not the 

prettiest person in the world," but I would invite you to take a look in the mirror 
and know that what you see there is your spirit embodied. Trust me when I tell 
you that as you continue with your ancestor reverence work, more of your 
beautiful inheritance will come to the fore front because you see yourself with 
different eyes. If you don't like your nose, sure, you can go get surgery and do 
alteration and mutilation and all of that kind of stuff. But I would invite you 
rather to learn the history of that nose, to find out the long line of ancestors who 
contributed to you having that, and that is true of every part of your physical 
body.  

 
 Once we take this attitude, having good health becomes very, very important. It 

moves up on the scale of your concerns because you recognize that you want to 
take full advantage of this gift. This leads to better self-care and more respect for 
the body that you have been given.  

[0:10:00] 
 We also inherit certain predispositions. It is very interesting to me that when I 

was a child in my mother's house where I'm sitting now, I remember that when a 
baby was born, the neighborhood woman would look at the baby's hands and 
would look at the baby's feet and would examine the baby very, very carefully, 
looking for what I know to be particular traits.  

 
 And one of the things that was said if the child was born with long, slender 

fingers, they would say, "Oh, let's get this baby a piano right away." And the 
belief was that being born with long fingers gave one the potential to be a piano 
player or somebody who pickpockets. So to get the baby a piano is to make good 
use of what that person was born with.  

 
 The same is true of people who come in tall are directed toward basketball and 

people who come in short may be directed toward being a racehorse jockey. 
Someone who was born with a melodious voice may be guided and directed to 
sing, while someone else with strong legs might be directed to be a dancer. 

 
 And all of this is encoded. This connection between our bodies and our place in 

the culture is something that becomes encoded early in childhood, and it is a 
mind-body-spirit connection that we have inherited. 

 
 We inherit the genius of our culture. We inherit that which we are surrounded 

by. I am fortunate enough to have grown up in a house with a mother who is an 
amazing cook. Then this led me to become a culinary cultural historian, someone 
who can cook, someone who prefers to grow her own food, someone who 
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absolutely loves the smell of various spices. And one should be encouraged to 
take a look at what you inherited from your culture. 

 
 As soon as I say that, one of the negatives that pop up for people, there are two 

negatives. One is what one's family might force you to try to become. In my 
years as a priestess, I have encountered a number of people whose family 
wanted them to be a doctor when they were really an artist and things like that. 

 
 When you do ancestor reverence work, all of your gifts will come to the 

forefront, and you will begin to use those gifts with assistance from the energy 
and the information that is already in your consciousness with the assistance of 
the energy and information that you gather from your community. 

 
Nadirah: How do we find out who our ancestors truly were and are when we're doing that 

ancestor reverence? 
 
Teish: You can start with the simplest and then run from the simple to the most 

complex. The simplest thing is to examine what your family did during holidays, 
okay. Take a look at the foods that was served, the traditions, and trace back 
what cultures they originated from. The stumbling block that people often 
experience, when I say you're going to do ancestor reverence work, of course 
the first thing you want to do is get a list of the names of your ancestors, right? 

 
 Here we go. Some of us, especially those of us who are descended from 

imported people, immigrants and migrants, former slaves, et cetera, indentured 
servants, we may not know names but for a few generations. Even those of us 
who are in extended families with lots of relatives, one of the things that I've 
found is when you start asking for a family history, a lot of times, the elders shut 
down because they're worried about judgment, that people had babies that 
were hidden, all kinds of things are going on. 

[0:15:18] 
 In that case, what I can say to you is gather whatever information you can and 

know that when you start this work, more information will be revealed to you. 
 
 Now, my ile did a little pamphlet that is available from Lulu Press. It's called 

Festival of the Bones: Celebrating the Ancestors. And that little booklet, which is 
like $13 dollars digital, $16 hardcopy, has a number of things in it that are useful 
-- prayers, recipes for cooking for your ancestors, how to set up altars, et cetera, 
and it's one of the things that we'll be using as a text in a future class that I'm 
going to do. 

 
 But there's a very interesting article in there called An Adoptee's Journey, the 

journey of a woman who was adopted and how she does ancestor reverence 
work. So the first step is finding out who your blood relations are. The second 
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step is looking for the messages that are encoded in the culture that you have 
grown up in, and then the culture you have an affinity for, and then it becomes a 
very, very big picture because your consciousness changes to an awareness that 
there is an inheritance of everything. 

 
 Every time I get in a car, I have to think about and say, "Thank you for egun re o, 

the ancestors of good, to whoever first carved the wheel." The carving of the 
wheel made the coming of the car possible you see, you see. Every time I get 
dressed and put on my shoes, I have to say egun re o to whoever first thought 
about protecting your feet in this way. And then everything, everything takes on 
a lineage and the power comes forward, okay?  

 
 Everybody take a deep breath because the next thing that comes up is when we 

investigate and we see the shadow side of our inheritance. We start running 
upon the stories of those people who make us feel ashamed to be descended 
from them or who have done some things that we consider to be wicked. Well, 
there are ways to deal with that energy too because the very fact that you feel 
ashamed says that it's impacting you in a way that needs to be cleansed, and this 
is where our ancestral responsibility becomes a part of your healing.  

 
 Most often, I run upon people who say to me, "Well I'm not really interested in 

my ancestor because I'm a Heinz 57 variety mutt with all these different blood 
running in my veins," or "I don't want anything to have to do with my ancestors 
because they did terrible things," et cetera, et cetera. All that is emotional 
energy that will benefit you to cleanse it, it will benefit you to understand the 
history of it so that you can make a better judgment about it and have a better 
sense of yourself which will lead to you taking better actions. It will lead to you 
manifesting clearer choices. 

 
 The thing about stuff that's pressed down in our unconscious is that it operates 

on us and we're not conscious of it. The more we bring this background material 
to the surface and deal with it, the healthier we will be spiritually. The more we 
understand who is walking next to us who, who we are looking at directly and 
what that relationship can be, we'll have better relationships with our neighbors. 

[0:20:15] 
 So it's coercive to begin to look for. When you ask the question, "Who are my 

ancestors?" you are also asking the question, "Who am I?" and "Who do I have, 
material and resources, to further become?" 

 
Nadirah: Can you tell me, Yeye Teish, what is the ultimate benefit that comes from 

cracking the ancestral code? 
 
Teish: Cracking the ancestral code can be a wonderful journey, okay? This brings me to 

the other thing. I was talking of the simple, immediate thing that you can do. You 
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know, we've had a wonderful breakthrough, several breakthroughs in this 
business of cracking the ancestral code.  

 
 Due to science, due to the miracle of genetic science, we now know that all 

human beings evolve out of Africa. We know that now. That helps to dispel first 
of all the ignorance that we have lived with for so long that Africa is somehow 
unimportant, primitive, ugly, whatever. We now know that she is the mother of 
humanity, and hopefully this will increase our sense of kinship. 

 
 That information does not take away the power of anybody's origin stories or 

any of the symbolism or images that we hold on to, but it is a scientific fact that 
can lead us to kinship. We live in a time when DNA can be traced and used far 
beyond the madness that Jerry Springer does when we're trying to prove the 
baby daddy. We are now looking at having our DNA analyzed so that we know 
far back which ancestral groups we come from and that can connect us to 
culture. 

 
 Myself, when I had my DNA analyzed by National Geographic 2.0, it came back 

African-Mediterranean and Western Asia. That accounts for my eyes. That 
accounts for other mysteries that I had seen. That accounts for my attraction to 
Mediterranean culture. 

 
 And that definitely accounts for so many things about me that I now know come 

out of my African heritage, a simple thing like all my life I've been a fabric fanatic. 
I lust after other people's fabric. I spend big money on fabric. Well, I found out 
that's an African inheritance. That's not just me being greedy. Fabric is very, very 
important in the lives of African women, and that is something that's been in my 
consciousness for the longest. As soon as I understand that, then it's no longer a 
matter of well, you just greed the fabric. You are manifesting something. 

 
 And most important, we can use this information to have greater relationships 

with our neighbors. I've been in a position a couple of times to have somebody 
who grew up thinking that they were Euro-American, have their DNA tested to 
find out that they have recent African American ancestor. 

 
 The other way too, people who have thought themselves to be all so African find 

out that they have recent European or Asian or something else ancestry and 
maybe, just maybe, this information, coupled with the right attitude, will lead us 
away from an ism more toward a kinship. 

[0:25:21] 
 That's the big end of us. Imagine us having so much information about each 

other that you can look at someone who thought was other and be able to see 
kinship. It is one of my ideals that I tend to dream on. I don't know if will be 
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worldwide in my lifetime, but it's something to consider. That would be one of 
the bigger benefits. 

 
 In between discovering family stories and becoming related to the whole world, 

there is the immediate practical application of ancestor reverence. Every time 
you go to a library and research something, you are taking advantage of ancestor 
reverence. You are calling upon the intelligence of those who have gone before 
you to inform you. 

 
 And there are several ways that we do that. We do that when we go to the 

library. When we attend a Shakespeare festival, we are doing an ancestor 
reverence ritual for Shakespeare. We are remembering him and his work. But 
what I say to you and one of the things that I'll be teaching is there are ways that 
you can sit down at your altar that you constructed for the ancestors at your 
house and put yourself in an energy field and a mindset where the surviving 
intelligence of the ancestors will assist you with practical everyday things. 

 
 Every time I get ready to serve somebody as a priestess, I call forth the 

knowledge of my ancestors. It's a funny feeling because it results in you knowing 
things that you really ain't got no business of knowing. It's like I have learned 
this. Wow, this information comes into my head. Where is that information 
coming from? And what is most amazing is when you learn this ancestral 
technique and some information comes through, of course, your first thought is 
"Well, is this just my imagination? Am I making this up? Why did this thought 
come into my head? Why did this feeling overcome me?" 

 
 And then you have to go into an experimental sort of place. The ancestors told 

me such and such a thing. Now, how do I test this? What happens is you get 
historical information, you get psychological information, you get economic 
information, and you get objective information that confirms what the ancestors 
told you. It's amazing. 

 
 I've talked to people who said, "Well, I was wondering, I sat down in my office 

and the date 1850 kept coming up. It seems like there was the presence of a 
woman who kept saying 1850, and I thought it was foolishness and I just went on 
about my business. And I was walking through the bookstore and a book fell on 
my head. And then that book was that woman's story about what she was going 
through in 1850." There is another way of knowing. There is another dimension 
of knowledge you need to experience that you can access through accessing the 
collective intelligence of the ancestors. Those of you who have studied them 
have some idea of what I'm talking about.  

 
Nadirah: Can you speak a little bit, Yeye Teish, about the difference ancestor reverence 

and nature worship? 
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Teish:  Yes, this is a really important point. I get so tired of writers who say these people 

do ancestor worship. It's a subtle difference but it's important. 
[0:30:07] 
 We worship nature. We revere ancestors. We remember and revere ancestors. 

Nature came before us. Nature is more powerful than us. Nature is worthy of 
worship. 

 
 The attitude that I have to have is when I say Yemaya, and I'm talking about the 

intelligence that exists in the ocean, I have to accept that that ocean that gives 
me all those wonderful fish to eat, who has such a wonderful dancing rhythm 
that keeps the planet in balance, that produces all those beautiful seashells, that 
ocean is the same ocean that swallowed the Titanic, and that is her right to do 
that, and I worship her and recognize her power no matter what she does, no 
matter what she does. 

 
 The human being, on the other hand, is a specific manifestation of spiritual and 

natural energy, and the human being has a responsibility to try to manifest their 
best. So we want to do three things. We want to remember and revere those 
humans who practice what we called iwa pele, which is cool character. We want 
to emulate them. We want to be like them. We want to remember them. We 
want to use their works. We revere them by remembering them. We revere 
them by learning from them, okay. There are some whose lives were so 
wounded that we learn how to heal that energy, how to transmute that energy, 
how to remove that energy from within ourselves and within the culture. 

 
 We make reparations. We make commends. We ask for forgiveness. We forgive. 

There are things that we do that change the energy pattern. And there are also 
those who -- I'm sorry to say enough people don't have the good judgment to do 
this. There are those who manifested such behavior on earth that we don't want 
their energy in our lives. 

 
 This is where a harsh judgment is necessary. For me, the people who initiated 

the original slave trade, huh, I don't want their energy floating around in my life 
because I'm not a slave and I don't intend to enslave anybody. So it is very 
disheartening on a regular basis when I see Hitler being celebrated by certain 
people because they keep that legacy alive. I'm not saying that you shouldn't 
know history, but to repeat the kinds of things that he did is bad, very bad 
ancestor reverence. It's very bad ancestor reverence. 

 
 My thing would be if you have ancestors who participated in the oppression of 

others, in your subconscious, you carry a particular kind of guilt that is impeding 
your growth and that needs be cleansed. Do you see what I'm saying? If you 
know that you are descended from somebody who have traded in slaves, 
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whether you're European or African, there is a guilt left in there that needs to be 
cleaned out of your life. It's sort of a simple little thing of putting in a candle and 
a glass of water and a picture of your deceased relatives on an altar, but if you 
take it through the levels that I take it, where you start with your blood relations, 
and then you go with your culture and affinity, and then you go into the long line 
of ancestral energies, you are cleansing layer after layer, after layer, after layer, 
after layer, after layer, after layer, and it can be taken all the way to our 
relationship to the natural world. That's the connection between ancestor and 
you, you see? 

[0:35:42] 
Nadirah: Your teachings are always so full and rich. I enjoy just immersing myself and 

listening to what you have to say. But do you have one thing that you would like 
to leave us with or a next step that our listeners can take to make changes in 
their own lives?  

 
Teish: Absolutely! First of all, I want to invite you to create an ancestor shrine. Those of 

you who don't have Jambalaya, there's some information in Chapter 4 of 
Jambalaya on how to set up shrines, if you get the book from Lulu Press which 
we'll be using some portions of in the course coming up, Festival of the Bones: 
Celebrating the Ancestors. You can set up a small altar with just a candle, a glass 
of water and a few images and three pieces I want to give you right now.  

 
 One is the way I started out -- pouring libations, just pouring drops of water on 

the earth and saying, omi tutu, fresh water, ona tutu, to freshen the road, ile 
tutu, to freshen the earth, tutu gbogbo egungun, to freshen the long line of our 
ancestors. And then I want to teach you a little chat that you can do whenever 
you recognize a gift that you've gotten from your ancestors or you've spoken 
with them and asked for something and you saw it happening, they appear in a 
dream, those kinds of things.  

 
 The chant is very simple. It sounds like this: Egun re o, Egungun re re o. Egun re 

o, Egungun re re o. Egun re o, Egungun re re o. And play with it, play with it, until 
you can take it up, you can take it up and feel joyous about it. To say "Egun re o" 
says the ancestors are good. "Egungun re re o," a long line of ancestors are good. 

 
 Now take a deep breath, and I want to share with you, this is a prayer that is in 

the Festival of the Bones book. It was written by Baba Fanir, one of the priests 
who has been in my extended family.  

 
 I just want you to listen to this prayer because in the class I will teach you 

traditional prayers but also teach you how to write your own. This is Baba Fanir's 
prayer: 

 
 We are becoming great again. My head is leading me to a good place. 
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 I acknowledge and uplift the ancestors who have been unjustly accused and 

unfairly treated. I uplift them so that they surpass their accusers and become 
royalty. By my efforts, through the guidance of Orisha and Egungun, my 
ancestors are becoming great again. 

 
 We are becoming great again. My head is leading me to a good place. I now 

released any of the false thoughts and the false views from our past that have 
kept me in the past. I am manifesting a reality of honest relationships, mutual 
respect, just exchange, personal security, peace of mind, excellent health, and 
joy. 

[0:40:20] 
 We are great again. My head is in a good place. It is here. I am in an abundance 

of blessing. 
 
 Think about that for a minute. Feel that for a minute because that is what we 

want to do. We want to surpass. We want to release. We want to forgive. We 
want to recycle energy. We want to redirect our consciousness and arrive in a 
place of an abundance of blessing. 

 
 Thank you so much for your time and your attention. 
 
 Egun re o, Egungun re re o. Egun re o, Egungun re re o. Egun re o, Egungun re re 

o. 
 
Nadirah: Thank you, Yeye Teish, for taking the time to speak with us. And thank you all for 

listening to this powerful session with Yeye Luisah Teish. Be sure to join us for 
the next session. 

 
[0:41:55] End of Audio 
 
© 2016 The Shift Network. All rights reserved. 


