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Is Santeria a Closed Practice?
Understanding Initiation and Respect

is santeria a closed practice? This question is central to understanding the core tenets
of this Afro-Cuban religion and navigating discussions around its traditions. Santeria, also
known as Lucumi, is an indigenous religious system with deep roots in West African
spiritual beliefs, blended with Catholic saints during the transatlantic slave trade. Its
spiritual and ceremonial aspects are intricate, involving a complex pantheon of deities
called Orishas, ancestral veneration, and specific rituals. Many spiritual traditions,
particularly those with indigenous origins, have varying degrees of openness regarding
external participation. This article will delve into the nature of Santeria, exploring its
initiation processes, the concept of secrecy, and what it means for those outside the faith
to engage respectfully with its practices. We will examine the profound significance of
iyaworaje (initiation) and the ethical considerations surrounding the sharing of sacred
knowledge.
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Understanding the Concept of Closed Practices in
Spirituality

The notion of a "closed practice" in spirituality refers to traditions or religious systems
where participation, access to sacred knowledge, or performance of specific rituals is



restricted to initiated members or those who have undergone a formal process of joining.
This restriction is not typically born out of exclusivity for its own sake, but rather from a
deep-seated understanding of the sacredness, responsibility, and transformative power
inherent in the practices. Closed practices often emphasize lineage, mentorship, and a
gradual unveiling of spiritual understanding, ensuring that participants are prepared for
the profound implications of what they are learning and doing. This preparation is crucial
for safeguarding both the tradition and the individual undertaking the spiritual path.

Many indigenous religions and ancient mystery schools across the globe have historically
operated with a degree of closure. This can be seen as a protective mechanism,
safeguarding sacred wisdom from misunderstanding, appropriation, or misuse. The
commitment required for initiation into such traditions often involves significant personal
sacrifice, time, and dedication, reflecting the depth of the spiritual journey being
undertaken. Understanding this broader context helps in appreciating why certain
religious systems, including Santeria, may be considered closed.

The Core Beliefs and Practices of Santeria

Santeria is a vibrant and complex religion that reveres a supreme creator deity,
Olodumare, and a pantheon of divine intermediaries known as Orishas. These Orishas,
such as Elegua, Ogun, Oshun, and Yemaya, represent various forces of nature and aspects
of human life, and are invoked through prayer, offerings, and rituals. The religion
emphasizes a strong connection to the ancestors, known as the eggun, who are believed to
offer guidance and protection.

Practices within Santeria are diverse and include divination through shells (diloggun),
herbalism, drumming ceremonies (bembés), and the creation of sacred altars. Music,
dance, and storytelling are integral to worship and the transmission of oral traditions. The
ethical framework of Santeria often centers on concepts of ashe (divine grace or power),
karma, and the importance of living a balanced and righteous life. The community plays a
vital role, with initiated members forming ilé (religious houses or families) under the
guidance of spiritual leaders known as babalawo (father of secrets) for men and iyalawo
(mother of secrets) for women, or santera/santero for those initiated into the priesthood of
the Orishas.

The Role of Initiation (Iyaworaje) in Santeria

Initiation, or iydworaje, is the cornerstone of becoming a recognized practitioner within
Santeria. This process is not a casual undertaking but a profound spiritual rebirth that
bestows upon the individual a deep connection to the Orishas and the ancestral realm. The
most significant initiation is the Orisha Igb4 Odu (or Kari Osha), which leads to becoming
a iyawo (spouse of the Orisha). This involves extensive rituals, ceremonies, and a period of
spiritual training and purification that typically lasts for a year and a day.

During the iydworaje, the initiate is symbolically reborn, receiving their guardian Orisha



and several other Orishas that will guide their life. This transformation imbues them with
spiritual authority and responsibility. Without undergoing this comprehensive initiation
process, an individual is generally considered an outsider to the deeper spiritual workings
and hierarchy of Santeria. The initiation signifies a commitment to the religion, its deities,
and its community, requiring a profound level of dedication and adherence to sacred laws
and traditions.

What "Closed Practice" Means in the Context of
Santeria

In the context of Santeria, the term "closed practice" directly relates to the rigorous and
sacred nature of its initiation rites and the transmission of its most profound spiritual
knowledge. It means that the core ceremonies, the deeper understanding of the Orishas'
intricacies, the advanced divination techniques, and the specific methods of spiritual
consultation are generally reserved for those who have been formally initiated into the
faith.

This closure is not about withholding information arbitrarily but about ensuring that
individuals possess the necessary spiritual preparation, understanding, and ethical
grounding to handle such powerful energies and knowledge. For example, the reading of
diloggun or the performance of certain complex rituals requires the spiritual authority and
interconnectedness that comes only through initiation. Outsiders may learn about
Santeria, its history, and its general principles, but the active participation in its sacred,
transformative ceremonies is typically limited to initiated members of the ilé.

The practice is also considered closed in the sense that certain sacred objects and their
consecration are only performed by initiated priests and priestesses. This includes the
making and initiation of igha Orisha (sacred vessels for the Orishas) and ighodu (the
sacred initiation chamber). These are not items to be acquired or replicated by those
outside the faith, as their power and efficacy are intrinsically linked to the spiritual lineage
and ceremonies performed by initiated individuals.

Respectful Engagement with Santeria for
Outsiders

For individuals interested in learning about Santeria from an academic or respectful
curiosity standpoint, there are many avenues for engagement that do not involve
attempting to bypass its closed nature. Reading scholarly works, attending public cultural
events where Santeria is presented from a communal or artistic perspective, and engaging
in respectful dialogue with initiated practitioners are all valid ways to deepen
understanding. It is crucial to approach the religion with humility and a genuine desire to
learn, rather than to seek personal spiritual gain or to replicate practices without proper
authorization and understanding.



When interacting with initiated members, it is paramount to show respect for their
traditions, beliefs, and the sacredness of their practices. Avoid asking intrusive questions
about private ceremonies or attempting to solicit spiritual advice or services if you are not
formally part of the tradition. The key is to recognize the boundaries established by the
religion itself and to honor the wisdom and authority of those who have dedicated their
lives to its spiritual path.

Misconceptions and the Importance of
Authenticity

A significant misconception about closed practices like Santeria is that they are inherently
secretive or exclusive in a negative, exclusionary way. In reality, the "closure" is often a
form of protection for the sacred, ensuring that powerful spiritual traditions are passed
down with integrity and responsibility. Another misconception is that one can simply
"convert" to Santeria in the same way one might join a more open religious organization.
Santeria’s path is through lineage and initiation, a profound, life-altering commitment.

The importance of authenticity cannot be overstated when discussing any spiritual
tradition, especially one with deep historical roots and complex rituals. Attempting to
practice Santeria without proper initiation or guidance from qualified priests and
priestesses risks not only misinterpreting or disrespecting the tradition but also
potentially invoking energies or spiritual forces for which one is unprepared, leading to
unintended consequences. Authenticity in Santeria means respecting its structures, its
hierarchy, and the sacred process of becoming a part of its spiritual lineage through
iyaworaje.

The Spiritual and Community Dimensions of
Santeria

Santeria is not merely a collection of rituals and beliefs; it is a deeply communal and
spiritual way of life. The ilé, or religious house, forms the core of the Santeria community,
providing support, guidance, and a sense of belonging for its members. The relationships
within an ilé are akin to family, with initiates relying on their godparents
(padrino/madrina) and the elder members for spiritual and practical advice.

This communal aspect is fundamental to the religion's sustainability and the transmission
of its knowledge. The spiritual journey within Santeria is undertaken collectively, with
shared responsibilities and celebrations. The strength and vitality of the tradition are
intrinsically linked to the health and cohesion of its communities. The concept of "closed
practice" therefore also encompasses the safeguarding of this vital communal and spiritual
interdependence, ensuring that those who enter the path do so with the full support and
tutelage of those who have walked it before them.



FAQ

Q: Is Santeria considered a closed religion?

A: Yes, Santeria is widely considered a closed religious practice. This means that its core
ceremonies, sacred knowledge, and the performance of specific spiritual rites are
generally reserved for initiated members who have undergone a formal process of
spiritual commitment and preparation.

Q: Why is Santeria considered a closed practice?

A: Santeria is considered a closed practice due to the sacred nature of its rituals, the
responsibility associated with spiritual power, and the comprehensive initiation process
(iydworaje) required to gain full understanding and authority within the faith. This closure
is intended to protect the tradition and ensure that its practices are performed with
integrity and by those who are spiritually prepared.

Q: Can an outsider learn about Santeria without being
initiated?

A: Yes, outsiders can learn about Santeria through respectful academic study, reading
reputable books, attending public cultural presentations, and engaging in polite, informed
dialogue with practitioners. However, this is distinct from participating in the religion's
sacred ceremonies or receiving its deeper spiritual teachings, which are typically for
initiated members only.

Q: What does initiation (iyaworaje) involve in Santeria?

A: Initiation, or iydworaje, is a profound spiritual process that can last for over a year. It
involves extensive rituals, purification ceremonies, and a period of intensive spiritual
training. The most significant initiation leads to becoming an initiated priest or priestess,
receiving one's guardian Orisha and gaining spiritual authority within the religion.

Q: Is it disrespectful to ask initiated Santeros about
their practices?

A: It can be disrespectful to ask for details about private ceremonies or sacred knowledge
if you are not initiated or if the question is intrusive. However, engaging in polite and
respectful dialogue about the general history, cultural significance, or publicly shared
aspects of Santeria is generally acceptable, provided it is done with humility and genuine
interest.



Q: Can someone practice Santeria alone without joining
a community?

A: While individuals may have personal spiritual practices, Santeria is fundamentally a
communal religion. The core practices, especially initiation and advanced ceremonies, are
deeply tied to the community (ilé) and the guidance of initiated priests and priestesses.
Practicing Santeria effectively and authentically typically involves being part of a spiritual
family or house.

Q: What are the implications of trying to practice
Santeria without initiation?

A: Attempting to practice Santeria's sacred rituals or engage with its deeper spiritual
elements without proper initiation and guidance can be problematic. It may lead to
misunderstanding the tradition, disrespecting its sacredness, and potentially facing
unintended spiritual consequences due to a lack of preparation and understanding of the
involved energies and protocols.
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