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Finding Healing in the Spiritual Practices of Our
Ancestors
These women are finding peace by connecting with ancestral traditions like Santería,
Voodoo, and Brujeria.

By Taylor Crumpton  SEP 11, 2019

In America, the black church has historically been a place of connection, comfort,
and political action — but it hasn't been perfect. Like other religious institutions,
the black church has been rocked by scandals and hampered by theological stances
many =nd less progressive and, at times, even harmful. Despite being one of the
most religious groups in the country, many young black people are opting out of
the church.
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Taylor Cordova, owner of The Flower Child Bruja, an online shop that sells
spiritual goods, says she never quite felt at home in church. 

“I never felt the spirit of Jesus. I wasn’t moved at all and to some capacity, it felt
like more of a spectacle than anything,” she tells Shondaland. “It just didn’t feel
like my truth.”

#

Black women are experiencing a period of spiritual reclamation
and seeking spiritual beliefs that connect them to home.

Cordova isn't alone. While the church has served as a sanctuary for generations of
black people to congregate around issues of faith, spirituality, and resistance —
especially against slavery and Jim Crow — it has also often operated within a
patriarchal framework that has prevented women from assuming leadership
positions, even though they comprise the majority of congregates.

Because of this, Cordova — and a growing number of black women — have begun
turning toward alternative spiritual traditions like Santería, Hoodoo, Voodoo, and
Brujeria. Born out of enslavement in the Americas, these ancestral practices often
infuse Christainaity (and Catholicism) with West African spiritual traditions to
provide a more affirming and healing experience. Today, they are particularly
attractive to black women because traditional African spiritual beliefs honor and
uplift the black female body.

“Black women are experiencing a period of spiritual reclamation and seeking
spiritual beliefs that connect them to home,” Cordova explains.“Practicing the
magick of our ancestors is so powerful and such an honor to them as well as us
and future generations.”
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In addition to reconnecting with ancestral traditions, many women are also using
these practices to cope with the stress of modern life.

“I feel it all being in a black female body. I can feel the heaviness in this body, the
fear that breeds the hate towards the black (female) body,” explains J. Chavae,
founder of We Heal Too, a community-based organization that created safe spaces
for black women to heal from societal stressors. Chavae =rst turned to things like
yoga and meditation when she experienced physical and mental health issues. “At
the time, I didn't have enough money to go to doctors and at that point, I was very
skeptical of doctors, [but] I knew that there were tools put on this planet to help
us,” she says. 
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Beyoncé at Grammys in 2017 channeling the deity Oshun.
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Cordova and Chavae's return to the spiritual and healing practices of their
ancestors has also been reYected in the work of several black female entertainers.
Beyoncé, Princess Nokia, and Azealia Banks have used Orishas-inspired imagery
and incorporated the deities of Santería, a traditional Afro-Cuban religion, into
their musical performances. And in 2018, Solange brought Florida Water — a
cleansing tool used in Hoodoo, Voodoo, and Santería — to the Met Gala. For many,
these references signal a new awakening about ancestral traditions. 

“Women of color, especially black and brown women, are coming into themselves.
They are reclaiming a power, that has been innately within them, it has been with
our ancestors,” said Bri Luna, aka the Hoodwitch, during an interview with Mitú.
Inspired by her grandmothers, Luna established her business to continue the
legacies of spiritual healing within her family. 

Despite the increased number of black women who are turning to alternative
spiritual practices, the purveyors of many of the establishments that sell things like
crystals, smudge sticks, or other tinctures are not black.

#

Women of color, especially black and brown women, are coming
into themselves.

“I’ve been a regular consumer with regards to =nding healing spaces to purchase
crystals for my personal collection. I never saw myself represented, but I saw my
culture," says Lilly Ayers. "I saw my culture being represented in the products
being sold. I would hear things that resonate with our culture, our ancestral
background, and I’m wondering how is it that I’m getting this information from
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someone who doesn’t look like me?”

This experience inspired Ayers to open Queen Hippie Gypsy, Oakland’s =rst black
owned botanica, which is an accessible spiritual wellness space where black
women are represented without judgement. For centuries, botanicas have served
as spaces for individuals, families, and communities to =nd healing outside of the
Western healthcare system, which lacked the incorporation of spirituality into
diagnosis and treatment. Similar to her childhood experience of purchasing rose
quartz from a black female vendor in Berkeley, Ayers felt called to reciprocate the
favor through the creation of a communal space for the next generation to engage
in healing and wellness through the utilization of crystals to connect with the
sacred and manifest goals.

Being a black woman in America can often feel overwhelming — thanks to the
racial and gender violence and discrimination that contributes to higher rates of
maternal mortality, stress, and other negative health outcomes. But women like
Ayers, Chavae, Cordova, and countless others have found solace in the practices of
their ancestors. They have not only found healing in reconnecting with the
traditions set forth by our enslaved ancestors, but they've also felt honored to
continue to share the lessons of their foremorthers with the next generation.

Taylor Crumpton is an Oakland-based writer. Follow her on Twitter
@taylorcrumpton.
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