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Dancing with Opposition and 
Realizing Liberation in the Dimension 
of Sensation: An Interview
YING-RIG DORJÉ

In the following interview, I speak with one of my primary teachers, Lama 
Ying-rig Dorjé,1 a Dutch Lama residing in Finland, about his subtle body and 
martial arts practices in the Vajrayana Buddhist tradition of the Himalayas. 
The conversation draws on his 40-year history as a martial artist and yogic 
Buddhist practitioner. The interview has been lightly edited and arranged ac-
cording to the topical themes Lama Ying-rig raised in the dialogue.

–Sheryl Petty
Guest Editor

• • •

Sheryl Petty:  Thank you so much. I’m really excited. It’s been a long time 
coming. As you know, the focus of this special issue of The Arrow Journal is to 
expose folks to lineage-based systems of physical practices that can lead to full 
realization or liberation. 

I’ve been thinking about physical practice for a long time. The traditions 
I practice have significant physical systems, but in conversations I’ve had with 
folks over the years, such practices are not always very common. There are 
many people who practice Sutric, or renunciatory forms of Buddhism, rather 
than tantric or transformative forms—as well as other traditions—but they’re 
not necessarily approaching physical practice as core to practice. They may 
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have a side physical practice, or perhaps they have a yoga asana practice, or 
engage one of the more recent somatic practice systems.

In my experience, many people think about spiritual practice as mind or 
visionary practices, perhaps including mantra, sitting, or energy work. But 
people are not so aware of physical systems as full pathways of practice that lead 
to realization. So, it occurred to me: what would happen if we asked teachers 
from different traditions to offer their reflections and thoughts on the physical 
systems that they practice in order to expose people who may have limited or 
no exposure to physical practice systems to new forms of practice? Some folks 
may be reaching a blockage, or don’t know what to do with their bodies in the 
midst of practice. We thought this issue could potentially open an entire route 
of practice for them. 

Of course, I thought of you as one such teacher, given the extensiveness of 
the physical systems you practice and teach. 

Would you begin by talking a bit about the physical systems that you hold—
to orient readers to who you are and the systems you’ll be talking about—as 
well as where they come from, how they are engaged, and perhaps which ones 
are really important in your life now?

Aspects of Physical Practice in Vajrayana Buddhism 

Ying-rig Dorjé: Awesome, yes. Most Vajrayana Buddhist lineages of the New 
Translation schools [Sakya, Kagyu, Gelug] that came from India have physi-
cal practice traditions. Esecially in the Anuttara vehicles. The Old Translation 
school, the Nyingma tradition, has its main physical practices in the Anu Yoga2 
system, in which you work with your rTsa rLung system—with your channels 
and winds that move through them. And, through certain exercises, you [learn 
to] open channels.

Because if you have certain patterning, certain traumas, or even physical 
problems—like a poor diet—that patterning or those habits will have a neg-
ative or even block certain energy channels, preventing the rLung or energy 
from moving through those channels. I think they say there's 72,000 channels. 
I am wondering who counts them. It's a bit like the nervous system, energy 
moves through them. But blockages can occur because of life experiences or 
karmic patterning.

In the Anu Yoga system, you often use breath retention while you do par-
ticular exercises to open up the channels, and you also become aware of them. 
(I think you also find within Hinduism and Taoism systems of physical prac-
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tices to open up the channels similarly.) And opening the channels will have an 
effect on mind itself, too, because if energy doesn’t flow in certain ways, it will 
have an influence not only on the body, but also on energy and mind, because 
they’re actually not separate. They all work as one unit.

Through practice, you also become aware of your more subtle body and 
how it works. I mean, what keeps our bodies at 37 degrees, you know? What 
keeps our heart pumping? Why do we also feel some obstruction? Why is it 
hard to sit still? These experiences all correlate with each other.

That’s why, especially in the Inner Tantras,3 physical practices are used. I 
don’t know so much about the Outer Tantras,4 or the other vehicles in the Nine 
Yana/vehicle5 system of the Nyingma Vajrayana Buddhist tradition. It’s mainly 
in the Inner Tantras where the physical systems have always been practiced that 
I am aware of.

Intro to Physical Practice Approaches in Dzogchen6 
(Particularly Nyingma and Bön7 Lineages)

[There are three different physical series in the Dzoghcen tradition: Sem-dé 
(“The Series of Mind”), Long-dé (“The Series of Sensation”), and Menag-dé 
(“The Series of Mind”).] The Dzogchen Sem-dé practices often work with 
mind. Dzogchen Long-dé practices (which only a few Vajrayana Buddhist 
schools that I’m aware of still practice) work with sensation. As for Dzogchen 
Menag-dé practices, menag-dé means “no word.” It’s a pointing out instruction 
or mere indication. The result is within the instruction. There’s no explanation; 
you get it or you don’t get it. And if you don’t get it, you work towards the 
situation in which you do get it. 

Interestingly, Dzogchen Long-dé practices work with the pervasive rTsa 
rLung, meaning not only the channels. [Let’s say I want] to explore France, for 
example. I normally would explore through the highways, and the roads, and 
the small roads, and the dirt roads, and then I’d enter into a place, and stay 
there for a while. So, I’d go through the channels. But, the pervasive rTsa rLung 
means everything is included. The culture, the history, the people, the different 
places, the landscape itself, the atmosphere–everything is included. It becomes 
a mapless dimension in which the channels exist.

So, the pervasive rTsa rLung is a mapless dimension of our natural state 
on an energetic level, because every sub-particle in our body has the potential 
to move into the body of light. This is where rTsa, rLung, and thig-le (or “es-
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sence”) are non-separate. It’s one energetic unit because we are an expression of 
reality, and we’re also the essence at the same time.

And so, [these practices] work with the pervasive rTsa rLung in a way that 
that becomes more recognized—because in Dzogchen, you often talk more 
about “recognizing” than “arriving” because you always have been in the nat-
ural state. So, these physical practices help with that [recognition] on an en-
ergetic level, by helping you feel your way into it. There is an explanation in 
Long-dé, but you can’t grasp it conceptually. You kind of have to feel your way 
into it, like the way you feel your way into a piece of art, or a piece of poetry, 
for example. 

Brief Overview of the sKu-mNyé8 System of Physical 
Practice (in Dzogchen Long-dé)

[sKu-mNyé is a form of Dzogchen Long-dé practice.] It has always been my 
personal interest from the beginning. I started with sKu-mNyé and because 
I came from a martial arts background, I became pretty good at the exercises 
themselves. In that system, you view that all the essences are in your central 
channel. And because you’re so conditioned, that’s where they reside in this 
method of practice. This is not the “truth.” [It’s the view in that system.]  With 
sKu-mNyé, you shake it up. There’s a repetition of practices. It’s a bit like when 
you take a branch of a tree. When you shake it one time, maybe two branches 
shake, but if you keep on shaking then more braches will shake. If you keep 
on shaking, then more and more will start moving, and energetically, so too 
will the trunk and the roots and everywhere [else]. It’s a bit like that. There’s a 
repetitive movement before there’s a result because you keep on putting more 
energy into it. 

How thig-lés or your essences move through your body, and through your 
karmic conditioning, will have an effect on your atmospheric body. [One 
manifestation of these effects is] called zap-nyams. There will be an experience 
similar to weather conditions: I find it very interesting, because if you see the 
Earth as a living being, it has an atmosphere. We have an atmosphere, too, and 
actually different layers [of atmosphere], I think. So, you will experience [that 
movement and the effects of practice] in that atmosphere. You can also experi-
ence [zap-nyams] inside, but they will be mainly outside.

The meditation posture [for this practice] involves laying down naked. You 
do this quite privately, you know, because if you do this in New York City, 
you might have a problem [laughter]! The reason is because  the zap nyams are 
subtle and more diffilcult to ditect when there is clothes on the body. There's 



Dancing with Opposition

83	 Volume 12 | Issue 1 | Fall 2025

more chance of the experience where there are more of rTsa endings, this is 
everywhere where you're more sensitive or ticklish. So, it's at the breast, your 
thighs, your knee folds, your genitals, your belly, your inside wrist, and your 
armpits. So, that's why you lay down like this [spread-eagled]. You focus in 
space, and just lose your gaze into space.

With a lot of experience, you will have an awareness of your body and 
what's around your body. And then those zap-nyams—those are the essences 
that move through your karmic conditioning—will have an effect. And then 
you find your presence of awareness in that dimension of the zap-nyam. So, the 
sensation becomes your dimension. But you find presence within your aware-
ness that perceives that. Of course, the awareness is always the key in those 
practices, where you find your presence.

That’s one system of practice, as an example. And that's the system I started 
with when I started practicing Buddhism.

Sheryl Petty:  I’d like to hear you share a bit for folks who are brand new, and 
for whom maybe what you’ve shared so far is potentially challenging to access. 
What would you say to a newer practitioner? 

Ying-rig Dorjé: There’s a book about the first 35 sKu-mNyé exercises, called 
Moving Being by Khandro Déchen.  People could read that; it has also a very 
good explanation in an easy going language. And then there are also a few 
teachers that teach online in a very relaxed manner. So, people can also tap into 
that, if that’s what they want to learn. 

Sheryl Petty:  Yes, Khandro Déchen’s book. Do you teach it online or only in 
person?

Ying-rig Dorjé:  Only in-person when requested, I would say. I’m too occupied 
with all kinds of things [laughter]. I was quite specialized in it when I started, 
but then other things came in of practices that kind of pulled my interest more.

How Significant is Physical Practice for Spiritual 
Practitioners

Sheryl Petty:  How important do you think physical practices are for spiritual 
practitioners? Here in the United States, there seem to be fewer Vajrayana prac-
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titioners. Many are practicing Theravada or Zen, or perhaps other traditions. 
I’m not sure how familiar people may be with Anu Yoga, let alone Dzogchen 
Long-dé. So, I’m curious about your thoughts on how important having a 
physical system of practice is for spiritual practitioners in general?

Ying-rig Dorjé:  Personally, I think it will accelerate your practice. I think if 
you would do just a [seated] meditation and one system of physical practices 
that deals with your rTsa rLung system, that could be a path in itself. Now, if 
you would do Shamatha and Vippassana or Shi-nè and Lha-tong,9 for example, 
as your main practice, and you might have a Yidam10 that you practice, and 
then you have a set of physical practices, I think it’s very beneficial. 

I think the Bön tradition also practices a lot of physical practices. Especial-
ly when people go along on retreats, I think that’s introduced. And, of course, 
when you have Vajrayana practice, you do prostrations—you prostrate to your 
lineage tree. So, most Vajrayana traditions will start with some physical prac-
tice. And, actually, I think doing prostrations will already bring a lot of things 
up…

I think people should engage in some physical practice if you don’t already. 
It also depends on the teacher and lineage, I suppose. If your practice is mainly 
sadhana practices, you know, recitation, then you might do less physical prac-
tice. But, I think every Vajrayana lineage has physical practices. But maybe it 
depends on the teacher if they transmit those or not.

A Vajrayana lineage can only be a full gTerma (a revealed treasure teaching) 
if the three series—Maha Yoga (generation stage of deity or yidam practice), 
Anu Yoga (completion stage practice), and Ati Yoga (or Dzogchen)—are there 
at least. Most have the nine vehicles, but Maha Yoga, Anu Yoga, Ati Yoga, they 
all need to be there to be a full gTerma. Otherwise, it’s not a full gTerma and 
needs to be nested in another gTerma. So, they [Vajrayana lineages] should all 
have some physical practices.

Brief Overview of Vajrayana Buddhism

Sheryl Petty:  Would you give an overview of Vajrayana Buddhism for people 
who’ve never heard of it and don’t know about it? 

Ying-rig Dorjé:  You have a nine-vehicle system, and you [also] have a three-ve-
hicle system, and then you have a two-vehicle system. They’re all the same, 
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they are just divided or classified differently, depending on your tradition. For 
example, if you talk about Sutra, Tantra, and Dzogchen [in the three-vehicle 
system in the Dzogchen traditions], you are talking about the Path of Renun-
ciation (Sutra), the Path of Transformation (Tantra), and the Path of Self-Lib-
eration (Dzogchen). 

If you compare that with the nine-vehicle system, the first three are the 
Path of Renunciation (Sutra). Then, the [next five] are the Path of Transforma-
tion, the three Outer Tantras and the two Inner Tantras. And the last one is the 
Path of Self-Liberation practice (Dzogchen). And then the New Translation 
Schools have a different classification system. But then they have the Maha 
yoga and the esoteric Maha yoga….I use the system of Sutra, Tantra, and Dzo-
gchen, [because I feel] it gives [a sense of ] the style of the practice.

Sutra (the Path of Renunciation), which we often associate with monastics, 
especially in the Theravada traditions, asks practitioners to renounce all obsta-
cles. So, if you have the wrong partner, it’s bad for your practice, you become 
celibate. If you have an ego about your hair, they shave your head. If you are 
attached to having nice clothes, they wear robes [like everyone else]. There’s a 
lot of renunciation, and there’s a set of rules—200-something rules—that they 
take called the vinaya, which describes what you can do and can’t do. Every-
thing that’s an obstacle, or might become an obstacle on your path, is being 
renounced. And you go towards emptiness. 

The good thing is that with emptiness, there’s always form there, too, be-
cause there’s only non-duality. If you find emptiness, you find non-duality 
also… So, the base part of the Sutric tradition is psychological health. The fruit 
of the Path of Renunciation (Sutra) is being empty of yourself.11

Then the Path of Tantra is the Path of Transformation.12 So, for Tantra, the 
base is emptiness. You can only become something else, when you're not there 
as a solid, seperate entity/who you felt you were. So, the base of Tantra is emp-
tiness, the path is transformation, and then the fruit is [realizing] non-duality.

Then in Dzogchen, the base is liberation (realizing non-duality), the path 
is liberation, and the fruit is liberation. That sounds a bit funny, but what that 
means is that you have a conscious glimpse of the natural state, non-duality 
[from Tantra]; and then, there’s the path of stabilizing that [through practic-
es in Dzogchen] within all circumstances. And then you’re spontaneous, so 
whatever then comes up as a distortion, liberates itself of itself within all your 
circumstances. So then, the natural state becomes of part of the way you are; 
you find out you have always been in the natural state. So, that’s then the base, 
path and fruit.
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Physical Practice in the Three Vehicle/Yana System 
of Vajrayana Buddhism

Sheryl Petty:  For those for whom this material may be new, would please ori-
ent the reader to physical practice in the three yana/vehicle system? 

Ying-rig Dorjé:  In the Sutrayana, they often do the “Tibetan 5,” or the five ex-
ercises that they do.  In Tantra, you have all the rTsa rLung practices, often with 
breath retention, or the trul-khor,13 for example. And then, for example, when 
you have tummo14 practices, you do tummo rTsa rLung that will create heat by 
the physical exercises…And then you have the rTsa rLung practice connecting 
with the pervasive rTsa rLung in Dzogchen [Long-dé]. But then you also have 
in [Dzogchen] Sem-dé–because there are three series in Dzogchen… Sem-dé 
works mainly with the mind, and the nature of mind, where you find that your 
normal mind is within nature of mind. I mean, it’s not separate.

Some people think you need to be totally empty. But then, how can you 
make a shopping list if there’s no conceptual mind, right? But the conceptual 
mind is just a steering wheel for nature of mind—how to steer yourself within 
this particular life. But then your vision is within the sem-nyid, the nature of 
mind. 

And, so there’s a trul-khor, but it’s not written [transliterated] in the same 
way. [It’s] often translated as Yantra Yoga within the Dzogchen Sem-dé practic-
es. Of course, they also have a purifying effect in the Sem-dé, so it’s easy to sit 
when you do those exercises.

And then in the Dzogchen Menag-dé, you have the A-tri, where you have 
those “explosions,” where you explode yourself in the state. So, you’re in the 
state and after the mere indication or the pointing out…you’re in the state, but 
then, the neighbor says something nasty and that kicks you out [of the natural 
state]. You can’t go back in the state on that subject because it just kicked you 
out; you need to go back to it. And so, A-tri is one of those practices you can 
then, you know, go into your garden, let go of the story, and then “explode” 
yourself back into the natural state. They call it A-tri. I think Namkhai Norbu 
Rinpoche also practices A-tri.

And then, in the Long-dé, there is the sKu-mNyé and the A-tri. But then 
there’s also another different trul-khor system in the [Ling] Gésar lineage of 
the thug-tig,15 but it’s written differently, and is connected with the nirman-
achakra—where your navel is. Actually, every nerve that exists in your body 
ends or starts in the navel because that’s where you came into your physicality. 
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So, it’s also, the chakra (or the khorlo, in Tibetan), of your interconnectedness 
and your activities. Now, of course, the physical string might be cut, but en-
ergetically you can’t cut it, your interconnectedness, as a center. And so, you 
start working with that. So, there’s a trul-khor where trul-ku and khor-lo are 
put together…

And you also have a ying-khor [physical practice in Dzogchen Long-dé], 
which is a bit qi-gong-like. There are visualizations of sometimes light balls 
going through different khorlos/chakras, or the central channel expanding, and 
your movement goes with the visualization, and sometimes there’s some sylla-
ble shouting also. They are in a grid of 25.

And then there’s also top-khor [also in Dzogchen Long-dé], where you use 
implements. So, top-khor is connected with strength. But it’s an energetic 
strength, so there’s a particular object you use and you move with it, and that 
will have an effect on your body. And in that system, you also lay down, same 
as in the sKu-mNyé.

So, those are three other systems that I used to teach quite a lot, actually. 
But now there are other teachers…

Sheryl Petty: Do you teach those by request?

Ying-rig Dorjé:  Yes, I will. Yeah, sure… 

The Martial Arts of Ling Gésar in Yogic Buddhism

Ying-rig  Dorjé:  I’m also very excited about the different forms connected 
with the martial art of Ling Gésar that you can practice as sem’dzin, or a form 
of Dzogchen practice. [In this style] your eyes are in the four Da, which means 
they are open, focused in space, unmoving, and your tongue is suspended. And 
there’s a whole philosophical explanation of that. 

And so you move things through it [demonstrates], but your eyes don’t 
freeze-frame, so you become kind of spacious, while you’re moving your rTsa 
rLung, because in the end, it feels [as if ] your energetic body is moving your 
physical body. And you get in that spacious atmosphere. That’s very interest-
ing, where sensations are inside of your body but also outside of your body, and 
you become aware of how energy ripples out in space itself.

There are different forms [of practice]: there’s a sword form, there’s a knife 
form, there’s a form with empty hands. But then there’s also some kind of a 
defense technique at the same time. The forms have a defense application. So, 
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it’s a bit like Tai Chi. But when you do it slowly, there’s an awareness practice 
there. You’re totally focused in space, but then there’s form moving through 
your peripheral vision all the time. You’re moving on the earth, through its 
atmosphere. That’s actually a very nice practice to do. It’s one of my favorites, 
I would say.

There’s even a Tibetan martial art in a monastery in West China, called 
Lama Pai and Hunggar. The Lama System and the system of Hung is [also] 
another martial art practiced in Chinese monasteries. 

“Dancing with Opposition”:  Martial Arts Practice, 
Spiritual Practice, and Non-Violence 

Sheryl Petty:  Wow. So, let’s stay on this for a moment. For folks who are 
martial artists and maybe came to it in a very physical way, and the spiritual or 
more subtle dimensions are not familiar to them, what would you suggest or 
advise on how to engage these other aspects of practice?

Ying-rig Dorjé:  I’d say, well, see how it feels. Because there’s this direct expe-
rience. And when I explain it, there will be a transmission at the same time, 
tapping into those lineages. And so, if I see them fed up, then I do something 
else, something funky [laughter]!

Let’s say you’re a Thai boxer, and you stand like this [demonstrates a “ready” 
stance with feet spread and arms up by the side of the face], but I have a ma-
chete. How is this defensive stance going to work? I could explain why certain 
martial arts are different. Gartak is very connected with chaos, where you go in 
and there’s many people around you; it’s not just one-to-one. A lot of martial 
arts become sports, and it becomes one-to-one. But actually, in the streets, it’s 
almost never like that. Of course, in those battlefields, it’s not the same either. 
And importantly, there’s also a spiritual practice for this and this reason…

Sheryl Petty: You’ve mentioned at other times about [the Buddhist martial 
arts practice of ] gar-tak not as “self-defense” but as  “defense of others.” Would 
you enter people into that world about how the martial arts that you’re talking 
about may be different than the kind of training that people may have had, 
where they think about “self-defense” in a perhaps more limited sense?
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Ying-rig Dorjé:  Well, there’s no self, according to Buddhism. We try not to re-
act out of flight or fight, where an emotional defence meganism takes over. The 
only self is within the moment. We have no definition because the definition 
only comes out within the circumstances. That’s why most of us don’t know 
how it is to be fighting [in war-torn environments]. Because [when] we’re not 
in that circumstance, there’s an aspect that is not awakened. So, in that way, it’s 
a spontaneous reaction to circumstances. 

So, there’s no self-defense, there’s only a dance; it’s just a more wrathful 
dance where your mentality is not to separate. That’s why you call it a dance. 
The moment you become angry with an opponent or whatever, then you’re 
separate. Then you only feel your own defense and pain, and not someone 
else’s. And then your reaction will be different. 

If you look at violence, the more skill you have, the less damage you have 
to do, because there’s a knowing, a wisdom there. When somebody tries to stab 
me with a knife, I don’t have to stab them back. I’ll punch him in his face if 
I can, of I’ll find a way of locking or just breaking a wrist, or whatever—that 
might be more compassionate. More compassionate for me, of course, but also 
more compassionate for the other person because he they have six weeks to 
think about his actions. 

And so, this is not only physical martial art, this is also an energetic martial 
art and verbal martial art. When you’re in an office and people start bullying 
you in different ways, the more skill you have at communicating—and also 
the more you have confidence in your own actuality, in your own being—then 
somehow, it doesn’t become “self-defense.” The moment an attack doesn’t in-
sult you, and you [don’t] go into your coping strategies, it’s not “self ”-defense 
anymore. It just becomes a form of communication. 

[Actions might] look like self-defense because, [as in the example above] 
who wants to be stabbed? I mean, you’re part of all sentient beings, but actions 
are not focused on your self-defense. The opponent is taken into the equation 
as well, meaning, “defense of others,” because you’re even defending your op-
ponent. By skill, you can inflict less and less [harm].  I mean, if someone is just 
put in a lock or subject to slight nerve pain—but there’s no long-term damage 
being inflicted—you can then talk. Like, “I want to let you go. I don’t want 
this fight. I could break this, but I choose not to because, you know… I think 
we can have a different solution…” Because when people can’t move, then they 
might be willing to [listen]. 

Of course, if you’re attacked by six individuals, then it will be slightly dif-
ferent. But, especially in all the Ling Gésar [teachings], when people were wag-
ing war,16 you would never hurt or kill someone within an emotion, from an 
experience when you sense yourself as separated from the opponent. 
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That’s why we try to refrain from “self ”-defense because it’s really “self and 
other.” In Buddhism, it’s an illusion because we’re all interconnected. That’s 
why we call it “dancing with opposition.”

Concluding Thoughts and the Indivisibility of 
“Inner” and “Outer” Dimensions

Sheryl Petty:  Is there anything else you might want to say about “outer” and 
“inner” martial arts practice?

Ying-rig Dorjé: Every communication with opposition is martial art; it’s an 
art that becomes martial. You have the art to be able to communicate with it. 

Even when you’re sitting in a cave, you know, you sit there for 20 years and 
you’re all enlightened, that’s all perfect. Then you come out all enlightened, 
but then you still need to communicate with people that don’t get it. And the 
moment you try to say something, they might take offense. I mean, that’s why 
they crucified Jesus. I mean, he was a pretty decent guy, you know [laughter], 
If you read about him…  

But sensitivity and spontaneity become important in communication, be-
cause if you can tap into where people are, then you can communicate your 
experience in a way they can hear. But you need to be totally interconnected 
with a person to feel your way into that. You need to have that sensitivity. The 
sensitivity, also with the physical martial art then, becomes your wisdom dis-
play. And then, if it comes from your intrinsic wisdom instead of from your 
karmic patterning, automatically active compassion comes out of it in action. 

And of course, in the Ling Gésar [teachings], this is called nam’dzin and 
nam’gyur. Nam’dzin is a holder of all potentialities of all space. And in nam’gyur, 
“gyur” means the movement; it’s the movement that comes out within every 
situation because it’s all already within you. And so, they have a slightly differ-
ent vocabulary within that, which is very close to the terms kadak and lhun-
drup—primal purity [kadak], which has everything, and lhundrup, which is 
spontaneity or spontaneous presence. And of course, that will take practice…  
You also have practices like tukjé rekja, which are meditation practices in which 
you try to tap into and feel into your own movement, and [begin to recognize] 
how that extrapolates out into outer movement….Different atmospheres will 
move things inside, more and more subtly. Because if there’s no commentary, 
you can feel more into those movements. And then if you see the interrelation 
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of them, then we become “ying-rig”: the indivisibility of the inner and outer 
dimensions (ying is dimensions).  

The Gésar teachings are quite active in that way. Because Gésar had to 
communicate with people who were not Buddhist; they were warlords, you 
know, trying to defend their ground, their space, and their ways against others. 
And that’s why I think these teachings are very good for this time, because 
these times are not that different. We need to be able to communicate with [to] 
the best of our capability.

I think that’s important so we become decent human beings and become 
less reactive.  Physical practices and also the sitting practices will have an effect 
on that. You know, when you sit for an hour, thoughts are slowing down, and 
when you’re not in the mood, you know, you get really bored sometimes, or 
you think, “I still need to go to the shop!” and that becomes more important 
[than sitting]. And then little emotions and maybe traumas might come up…  

You know, it’s almost like an Inner Rushen [practice], because in Rushen 
you go much deeper into it by acting it out. You have the syllables that you 
transform in your body, and you know, rushen is actually really good for peo-
ple, but it also brings up many things. But that can already start with medita-
tion, you know? You want to get up and then can you say, “What happens if 
I sit 10 minutes longer?”  Or an emotion comes in, or a trauma, you want to 
go into that story, and [instead] you go into the physical place, and you really 
go into it; you surrender to it, the pain, because often it has a physical place 
[inside the body], breaking your belly, or whatever. And then you look at it 
without [the conceptual].  

And if you practice that way, you’re going to start feeling it more and more, 
you’re going start detecting it more and more, and you’re going then suddenly 
see that it will extrapolate into your life circumstances. You know [for exam-
ple], when somebody cuts you off [while driving], normally you might say 
[gestures what some people do when upset]. You might still have that reaction 
when something happens, [but] then you start smiling at yourself and say, 
“Oh! There I go again.” That’s progress. And that progress will create his own 
inspiration. And, I think physical practices accelerate that progress… 

Also, for example, you do the vajra posture and you do the shake, shake, 
shake, and you shake everything loose, that’s the thing in some Dzogchen texts: 
you hold and hold and hold it, and you shake, shake, shake, until you can’t 
hold it anymore, and then you fall down on a mattress or something. And then 
you lay there, or you go straight to sitting down. That will have a profound 
effect on your meditation practice. But in the first few minutes, you’re so tight, 
you can’t think. And then you have to be as aware and lucid as possible. 
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There are different ways you can combine those things. But the martial as-
pect is very nice because, for me, it feels very active. I mean, you become more 
transparent [to] yourself, and then others also become more transparent. And 
instead of judging people, you only judge the actions. I mean, you still suggest 
actions, you know, if somebody’s beating someone else up, that’s not a nice 
thing to do, but you also recognize the person does that because the person is 
trapped in their own pain, at the same time.

You’re practicing so that you still perceive the buddha nature in it, although 
you might need to put him in a lock, too, with the martial art. And there, the 
more skill you have, the less damage you’ll have to do. And that’s on all lev-
els—physically, mentally.  Even if you don’t get it conceptually. you still don’t 
have a knee-jerk reaction. This is because you have so much confidence in your 
natural state, that you see it’s not your problem; it’s the other’s problem. You’re 
just being.  

[That stance] will [allow] compassion [to] arise. Then, if you have a differ-
ent reaction, often they, too, will have a different reaction. Then your percep-
tion changes, too. 

	YING-RIG DORJÉ is a warm, open, and approachable teacher 
full of joy, with a depth of knowledge and gift for explaining these 
teachings with clarity. His main purpose has always been upliftment 
of whoever he meets. He has had many spiritual teachers connecting 
with the path of awakening. He became an apprentice of Ngak’chang 
Rinpoche and Khandro Déchen in 1992 and was ordained as a 
Naljorpa in 2000. He has studied and also teaches sKu-mNyé—a 
Buddhist physical practice engaging the energetic and physical system  
through  gentle to more rigorous movements—as well as other physical 
practices in Yogic  Buddhist  traditions, since becoming an apprentice. 
	 Before becoming a Buddhist practitioner and teacher, he was a 
teacher of Pencak Silat—the Indonesian martial art—having studied 
martial arts since he was 14 years old. Yet, he found himself needing 
more depth in terms of the nature of the mind itself. He received the 
Ling Gésar robes and implements from Kyabjé Künzang Dorje Rinpoche. 
He now studies and holds the treasures of Ling Gésar—the epitome 
of spiritual warriorship and sovereignty in the Vajrayana, Dzogchen 
tradition. He has received the martial healing-arts with knives and 
swords associated with Ling Gésar, as well as other methods including 
mantras, which focus on raising rLung rTa (enthusiasm), maintaining srog 
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(life force), and enhancing the lha (dynamic drive) of the individual—
promoting good health, vitality, longevity, and charismatic lucidity. 
	 Residing in Finland, he speaks multiple languages, teaches throughout 
Europe, and journeys to the East every year to spend time with teachers 
and at vortices (special places).

	SHERYL PETTY is the Founder of Ocha Dharma and Movement 
Tapestries. She has worked in organizational development, systems change, 
deep equity, education and field building for 30 years, and consults 
with national and international philanthropic institutions, nonprofits/
NGOs, government agencies, colleges and universities on comprehensive 
transformation processes and field alignment. Dr. Petty holds degrees in 
Mathematics, Systematic Theology, and Leadership and Change, and is 
ordained and teaches in Tibetan Buddhist (Vajrayana/Nyingma) and 
indigenous African-based (Yoruba/Lucumi) traditions, which she has 
practiced for nearly 30 years. She is also authorized to share practices from 
several physical and subtle body yoga systems based in the Himalayas. 
She supports the efforts of practitioners, organizations and community 
members to heal ourselves and our social systems, unleash our joy and 
creativity, and improve our collective life.
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Endnotes

1	 Lama Ying-rig Dorjé has also been known as Bar-ché Dorjé.
2	 One of the Inner Tantric practice vehicles in Vajrayana. The eighth vehicle in the Nine Vehi-

cle/yana structure for practice used by some lineages in the Nyingma tradition of Vajrayana 
Buddhism. See more on the yanas/vehicles below in this article, as well as in other articles in 
this Journal issue.

3	 Inner Tantras refer to the three vehicles after Outer Tantra–Maha Yoga, Anu Yoga, and Ati 
Yoga/Dzogchen–in the Nine Vehicle/yana structure for practice. 

4	 Outer Tantras refer to the first three Tantras/the three vehicles after the Mahayana–Kriya 
Yoga Tantra, Upa Yoga Tantra, and Yoga Tantra–in the Nine Vehicle/yana structure for prac-
tice. 

5	 See elsewhere in this Journal issue for more on the Nine Vehicle system in relation to other 
typologies of Vajrayana Buddhism.

6	 Dzogchen (Ati Yoga), the highest practice in the Vajrayana and Bön traditions, recognizing 
the awake buddha nature of all phenomena, and practicing to stabilize abiding in this nature, 
reality itself, for the benefit of all.

7	 The indigenous tradition of Tibet, tracing its history back 18,000 years, of which the Guest 
Editor is also a practitioner. The style of practice in the Bön tradition is very close to the 
Nyingma tradition, especially in relation to Dzogchen.

8	 One form of Dzogchen Long-dé physical practice, ranging from gentle to more physically 
intense; taught in Nyingma Vajrayana Buddhist as well as Bön traditions.

9	 “Remaining uninvolved” (p.23) and “further vision” (p.51) are two of the “four methods 
for remaining in the natural state.” (p.19), in Shock Amazement: The Four Naljors and Four 
Ting-ngé’dzin from the Dzogchen Series of the Nature of Mind, by Khandro Déchen and Ngak-
pa Chögyam, Aro Books Worldwide, 2018.

10	 Awareness being or deity; practiced to realize the non-dual state, our innate, natural enlight-
enment.

11	 Guest Editor’s note: Emptiness includes bodhicitta (dauntless, boundless compassion; the 
Nature of Reality Itself ) in the third vehicle, the Mahayana, which (among other fruit) yields 
recognition of the Heart Sutra (form is emptiness/emptiness is form, which can also be stated 
as wisdom is compassion/compassion is wisdom, or emptiness is clarity). Theravada compris-
es the first two vehicles in the Nine-Yana/Vehicle system.

12	 Guest Editor’s note: Often called the Path of Infinite Skillful Means, where we train to sta-
bilize and expand our repertoire of compassionate, skillful engagement, action, and presence 
with all circumstances (including increasingly intense ones). Our vows are also specific and 
more subtle at these levels/in the Tantric vehicles of practice, since our activity display can 
become more vast, the disposition of our heart-minds abiding in bodhicitta is tested and 
tempered. And because we can become more capable once we begin practice in these yanas/
vehicles, we also become more accountable/responsible for the disposition of our heart-
minds, energy, and actions. 

13	 See, for instance, the article by James Bae in this Journal issue.
14	 Ibid.
15	 Heart-essence teachings
16	 The Ling Gésar Buddhist teachings, which is the gTerma/treasure teachings that Lama Ying-

rig holds, emerged during times when people were in periods of great violence and warfare. 
So, Ling Gésar came to teach on enlightened warriorship and realizing one’s Buddha Nature 
even within extremely violent and turbulent circumstances, where the liberation of others 
was as important as one’s own liberation. Compassion in these circumstances may need to be 
expressed in multi-faceted ways.
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Subtle Body African-Based Practice: 
The Transformative Capacity of 
Orisha Dance
SHERYL PETTY

I’VE BEEN WANTING to write an article or otherwise share about the 
relationship between subtle body practices in Yogic Buddhism (Vajrayana) 

and African-based practices for some time.
I’ve been a practitioner of Vajrayana Buddhism and Lucumi (an Afri-

can-based tradition from the Yoruba of West Africa via Cuba), for nearly 30 
years. Both have vast systems of physical practice, which are approached differ-
ently given the different approaches to practice of both lineages.

The purpose in offering this article is to 1) increase visibility for Afri-
can-based systems of practice, and 2) create more visibility for Yogic forms 
of Buddhist practice, which are little known by most in this hemisphere. (I’m 
based in the U.S.)  My hope is to make more avenues to realizing our  natu-
ral dondition, innate goodness, and capacity for freedom and full Realization, 
perceivable, available and accessible to as many people (and beings) as possible.

In the Introduction to this Journal, I talked about how lineage-based prac-
tices of the body may not often be part of the repertoire of practitioners of 
various systems of practice—either because such practices are not part of those 
systems, practitioners haven’t been exposed to them, aren’t engaging them (reg-
ularly), and/or because such practices are no longer taught or accessible at the 
depths required to potentially lead to full realization.1 Many folks are engag-
ing powerful practices of the heart-mind as well as practices of speech/energy/
emotions that help to transform or release our habitual tendencies into their 
natural, liberated states, and realize our natural enlightenment and the good-
ness of reality. This is awesome! I’m so glad. And, I hope that folks also have 
practices of the body to round-out our approaches to healing and liberation, 
so that no domain of our current embodiment is left out. In this way, we also 
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have the opportunity to expand our repertoire of practices to be of broader 
benefit to the widest range of beings possible, since for some (and for any of us, 
some of the time), sitting and/or mantra and/or visualization, etc. may not feel 
like “enough” or may not be accessible given our current state in the moment. 
Hence, moving our bodies will be essential.

Approaches to Practice and Orisha, the Wisdom 
Beings of the Lucumi Tradition

I have to talk a bit about “yanas” here. This is a Sanskrit term meaning “ve-
hicle” or that which takes one from a starting place to a particular destination. 
This term is used often in Yogic Buddhist lineages to distinguish approaches 
to practice based on our current experiences of reality.2  In my own practice 
traditions, there are Shamanic,3 Sutric, Tantric, and Dzogchen approaches to 
practice. 

My use of the term “shamanic” here refers to approaches to practice en-
gaging the natural elements along with other methodologies, as more “outer.” 
Sutric approaches focus on the cultivation of positive qualities and the renun-
ciation of “negative” ones; tend to have more peaceful approaches to practice; 
and have as their ”fruit”/result realization of the non-solid/empty (non-nihilis-
tic) nature of all phenomena (including the “self ”), as well as the development/
realization of Bodhicitta, our innate goodness and the goodness of reality.

Tantric Buddhist approaches begin from the fruit/result of Sutra (emp-
tiness and kindness), and with sufficient stability in such realization, allow 
one to “dance” with phenomena without (necessarily) renunciation. Tantric 
Buddhist methods also cultivate the ability to practice with greater and greater 
intensity without fixation, and with greater and greater undauntable commit-
ment to the liberation of all. 

Dzogchen practice can include all previous methods/yanas, and arises as 
the non-duality of emptiness and form/phenomena, including thoughts, is re-
alized. Practice includes stabilizing this awareness so that spontaneous, com-
passionate, multifaceted, beneficial activity can naturally manifest.

Orisha are the fully realized/enlightened wisdom beings4 of the Yoruba/
Lucumi tradition, in which I have been a priest for nearly 30 years. I am also 
ordained as a ngakma5 in the Nyingma lineage of Vajrayana Buddhism (which 
will also be referred to here as Yogic Buddhism). In this article, I will talk about 
Orisha dance from the perspective of all the yanas/vehicles/approaches to prac-
tice, because I have engaged and observed the practice of Ocha6 dance from 
all of the yanas. (Note also that I will be talking about Orisha dance from a 
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ceremonial and lineage perspective, as opposed to how such practice might be 
learned and engaged in a dance studio or secular context.)

Orisha Dance

Orisha dance is one form of practice in the Lucumi tradition. It is generally en-
gaged as a form of veneration/honoring, cleansing, invoking, healing, commu-
nion, joy, clarifying, and to potentially engage with Orisha directly (through 
incorporation/possession7) for guidance, advice, modeling the natural/enlight-
ened ztate, and removal of obstacles to our realizing the fruit of practice. Or-
isha dance is typically undertaken in an ecstatic ritual requiring a skilled lead 
singer (akpon), a chorus of practitioners who offer the proper response in the 
call-and-response of the ceremony,  and skilled drummers trained in specific 
rhythms of Yoruba chants/mantras. (Some also engage in Orisha dance via 
training and classes in dance studios, outside of formal ceremonial contexts.)

The dances practitioners (and other participants) in such ceremonies un-
dertake correspond to the drum rhythms and songs, and participants may or 
may not be heavily trained in the dances. Each song has particular rhythms 
associated with each Orisha, and each dance corresponds to different songs. 
Each Orisha has many songs and hence, many dances that can be done. 

One can also (of course, nowadays!) engage in Orisha dance in one’s home 
accompanied by Ocha music streamed from one’s favorite platform. One can 
engage in such dance as pure physical movement or as a spiritual practice, (or 
some hybrid in between).

Outer, Inner, and Secret Forms of Engagement

As a Lucumi priest who is also a devoted Yogic Buddhist practitioner, my way 
of engaging Orisha is shaped by both lineages.8  There are those who practice 
Ocha from a more Shamanic style of practice—engaging with Orishas in their 
elemental aspects (wind, water, earth, forest, mountains, etc.). There are those 
who may practice from a more Sutric (renunciate) style, particularly when we 
are in the early stages of our practice, where we are learning about these ener-
gies and their manifestations in our lives and the world, and at particular times 
of our lives when this is most helpful. 

There are also those who may practice in the style of Outer Tantra, where 
the transformative capacity of Orisha is clear, and there are clear rules/dos-and-
don’ts for engaging with these energies. There are also those who may engage 
with Orisha (as I do these days), from an Inner Tantra perspective, experienc-
ing Orisha as not just “out there,” a part of the apparent phenomenal world, 
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but also expressions/manifestations of our own innate wisdom, the wisdom 
of our bodies and heart-minds; the innate wisdom of reality. These would be 
more Maha Yoga and Anu Yoga styles of practice, which (respectively) focus on 
1) realizing one’s own nature as the deity, without any sense of self-aggrandize-
ment; and 2) untangling the knots and releasing the blockages in our subtle 
body systems, so that we can experience our innate goodness, the innate bliss 
and joy of reality (regardless of what is outwardly happening or how we might 
feel or be at the time.).9

We train and practice to awaken our own wisdom qualities, as well as to 
recognize them in the world, in the other people around us, and in our own 
minds, actions, etc. In this way, we might become more courageous, present, 
skillful and kind.  This approach may be unusual for some Lucumi practi-
tioners.

Caveats and Cautions

Some readers may have participated in Orisha ceremonies and have their own 
perspectives and approaches to Orisha traditions and energies. With respect for 
other approaches, I want to share mine at this time, this phase of my life and 
practice. 

I also want to mitigate the sensationalist perspectives that most people 
(even practitioners)—may have of Orisha. There is a “supercalifragilistic,” fan-
tastical approach that many people have to various types of spiritual practice, 
especially ecstatic traditions and forms of practice.  Vajrayana Buddhism calls 
these “special powers” or capacities, “relative siddhis.” Ultimate siddhi is actu-
ally realizing the natural state; our own innate enlightenment, Natural Dignity 
with humility, goodness, kindness (which is fierce, as needed), and clarity. Yo-
gic Buddhism cautions against getting caught up, lost or attached to relative 
siddhis. We can experience them but it’s important to not become fixated and 
distracted by them. 

Like many traditions around the world, Lucumi has a number of siddhis 
that are a common part of practice. Clairvoyance, clairaudience, clairsentience, 
physical feats, etc. are all common parts of ceremonies and common capacities 
for many practitioners, ​​and are very common for Orisha to manifest during 
incorporation. While these capacities can be very helpful, when wielded to-
ward compassionate ends, many may also get caught up and fixated on these 
capacities as well. Such fixation can become an obstacle and also a tragedy, 
depending on the degree of fixation and how those (sometimes quite potent) 
capacities are wielded.



The Transformative Capacity of Orisha Dance

99	 Volume 12 | Issue 1 | Fall 2025

As a Buddhist practitioner, we have a focus on openness and kindness as 
the fundaments of practice. These are sometimes also called “emptiness and 
form” or “openness and compassion” or “wisdom and skillful means.” As a 
Lucumi practitioner, we focus on “īwa pèlé” (Yoruba), usually translated as 
“good character,” but I sometimes hear practitioners talk about this as if only 
some people have it, or as an afterthought, or it is ignored for a focus on indi-
vidual/personal needs, desires, perspectives, etc. Again, this goes back to yana 
or the view from which practitioners are practicing. In my view, openness and 
kindness are not optional, and from a Dzogchen view, these are how reality 
actually is. From these perspectives, our task as practitioners is to remove the 
obscurations/obstacles/impediments to realizing this with stability, and to be-
ing of service to everyone and everything else to do the same. For me, in my 
Buddhist lineages, and in my experiences of Orisha, openness and kindness as 
primary, focuses practice.

Physical Spiritual Practice

As you all know, this journal issue is devoted to lineage-based physical practices 
as doorways to realizing our Natural Enlightenment. This may be unusual for 
many practitioners, if engaging the body in this way is not part of the systems 
that are being practiced. Other authors in this journal have written extensively 
here and elsewhere about the approaches, benefits, styles and avenues to pur-
suing deep physical practice in systems that lead to liberation. I want to offer 
Orisha dance as one such system, given its primacy in the Lucumi tradition. In 
my own practice, Ocha dance feels like tsa lung practice (literally, “channels” 
and the “winds” that move through those subtle body channels), from the Anu 
Yoga system of Vajrayana Buddhism. Engaging with Orisha (and all of life in 
general) in Lucumi, can also be practiced like Dzogchen Long-dé practice, if 
one is “finding presence of awareness in the dimension of sensation,” sound, 
sight, emotion, etc. as described by one of my teachers.10

Wisdom Families

There are hundreds of Orisha (potentially more!), and most commonly less 
than 10 or so of these are engaged by most practitioners. Each Orisha has 
corresponding natural elements (wind, water, forest, mountain, etc.), colors, 
and qualities with which they are associated (e.g., panoramic vision, bringing 
beings to maturity, compassion, clearing obstacles, etc.). I actually think the 
qualities with which each Orisha are associated, all Orishas actually have, they 
just display or demonstrate those qualities differently based on their own styles 
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of communicating.  So, all Orisha are wise, compassionate, can clear obstacles, 
help bring beings to maturity, etc.they just have different approaches to how 
they do these things.

Similarly, in Vajrayana, we often work with the Five Wisdom Families:Bud-
dha, Vajra, Ratna, Padma and Karma.11 (A diagram summarizing these “fam-
ilies” is below, along with a snippet about their qualities, which are various 
manifestations of compassionate activity, when wielded by realized beings or 
when we are in the natural state.) There are also dances that correspond to the 
five dakinis (in Vajrayana), but I am uncertain whether these are done in an 
ecstatic fashion, but imagine they could be and perhaps they are engaged in 
this manner under certain circumstances, similar to Orisha dance.

On Gripping, Fixation and Engaging with Deity and 
All Phenomena

My language may sound dualistic in talking about Orisha as “they.” My apol-
ogies to Buddhist practitioners who may have questions or wonderings about 
this. It is the convention of most Lucumi practitioners to speak in this way, 
in my experience. I do prefer (from a Yogic Buddhist perspective) to think of 
Orisha—as I think of all people and things—as both “out there” and non-exis-
tent at all; not really. This perspective is unconventional for most Lucumi prac-
titioners, in my experience. But it is fundamental to a Buddhist perspective, 
where we train to recognize the emptiness of all phenomena, thoughts, feel-
ings, experiences, people, things, deities, sensations, etc.—as not solid, perma-
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nent, fixed, defined, etc.  Because all “things” (thoughts, feelings, people, etc.) 
—anything that has been created or born, changes. Underneath this, “before” 
this, around this, within this, as the essence of ‘this,’ is reality itself—which is 
“changeless, ceaseless and undeluded” as one of my Bön Buddhist teachers says 
(Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche).

The recognition of emptiness/openness (from a Buddhist perspective) pre-
vents us from grasping onto form (or anything, even Orisha or any other deity 
or “good”/desirable thing). It doesn’t mean we’re not passionate or invested 
or caring, or devoted or loving or interested—it just means we’re not fixated 
or addicted to form, things, ideas, people, deities, identities, emotions, cir-
cumstances, experiences, etc.  So, we can be free enough to engage with them 
vividly and skillfully, with presence and vigor (as the situation may require); 
and we will not get trapped because we are gripping. This is one of the three 
main “poisons” from a Buddhist perspective, (and perhaps the most subtle and 
insidious, from one perspective).  The three poisons are:  grasping, aversion, 
and indifference. (I prefer this depiction to the “desire, anger and ignorance” 
formulation many readers may be familiar with. The rendering in this article is 
more Yogic Buddhist style, since in Tantra, “desire” is not necessarily an obsta-
cle, because Tantra is not a renunciate path like Sutra.) 

Desire can be worked with so that we do not become fixated and inebri-
ated by the things we enjoy or are drawn to. Similarly, anger/aversion and 
indifference/ignorance can also be worked with—again, so long as we are not 
addicted/grasping onto them with vehemence. We can train so that these and 
any emotion can be released and/or transformed into their liberated states. This 
is the “skillful means” of working with the Five Wisdom Families in Vajrayana 
Buddhism (and the practice of transforming “poison into nectar”), which is 
very similar to how Orisha are engaged and “partnered” with in Lucumi.12) 

The reason I bring up this notion of “gripping” is to remind us to notice 
how we are thinking about practice when undertaking something like Orisha 
dance—to notice from which view we may be practicing in any given moment. 
The importance of this will indicate what the practice can actually do—i.e., 
from a Shamanic perspective, are we practicing to clean/clear/clarify, heal or 
elevate?  From a Sutric view, are we practicing to calm, clear or renounce ‘nega-
tive’ or challenging emotions or situations?  From a Tantric perspective, are we 
practicing to transform challenging emotions or situations into their liberated 
states?  Or from a Dzogchen perspective, are we practicing to allow challenging 
emotions or situations to release into their naturally liberated states?  And from 
Tantric and Dzogchen perspectives, are we practicing so that we can more skill-
fully dance with all situations, emotions, people, circumstances, thoughts, etc. 
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and allow our most compassionate, skillful capability to spontaneously come 
forth to be of service to all, as needed?

This matters from a practice perspective—that is, what we think is possi-
ble, and hence, what we expect. We may have multiple perspectives and views 
happening at the same time, but one or more of these may override at par-
ticular points in our lives. From a Vajrayana perspective, the ultimate view is 
Dzogchen. This is the view from which I seek to practice all lineages, though I 
respect, understand and have experienced other views.

Stereotypes 

I’d like to say something here about stereotypes—conscious and unconscious—
about African-based traditions. Even people of African descent may have these. 
If we have any notion at all of African-based spiritual practice, most of us may 
have been inculcated with negative stereotypes about such systems (e.g., the 
term “voodoo” is often used pejoratively, devoid of any notion by most of this 
lineage tradition, also from West Africa, which evolved in various ways in the 
diaspora).

Such stereotypes coupled with the legacy of at least centuries-long oppres-
sion and the impacts of media, internalized oppression, and distorted/contort-
ed/severely constrained material well-being for generations of people—have 
impacted the evolution of African-based traditions in the diaspora. I bring this 
up to note that some of the ways of Lucumi practice in community display the 
impacts of oppression and internalized oppression—i.e., what we use practice 
“for,” how we engage it, how we treat each other, whether and to what extent 
we have access to the “inner” forms of practice, and the degree to which we are 
grounded in a view based in emptiness/openness and kindness/compassion/
bodhicitta.

Many people have come to me over the years with concerns about distorted 
forms of practice that they have seen or participated in. I, too, have taken my 
leave of community practice for years at a time, beleaguered by the impacts 
of oppression or suppression—directed inward and outward in my spiritual 
communities of practice. Sadly, I have had this experience numerous times in 
both Lucumi as well as Buddhist communities, though manifested differently. 
I imagine the methodologies of many traditions around the world may have 
been or are currently being inappropriately wielded by those with unkind or 
confused intentions. (And any of us, at times, may be "these" people.)  We all 
know that many communities of practice, in many traditions around the world 
have unfortunately displayed challenging behavior for millennia (either in mo-
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ments or for longer periods of time), despite the beauty, clarity, profundity and 
lucidity of the traditions and teachings.

I note this also because many have and may now google “Lucumi” and 
what you may often find is an array of “outer” forms of practice, sensation-
alism, and a dearth of resources that display the actual beauty, goodness and 
breadth of the tradition as I (and others) experience it. There are also very few 
resources that describe the tradition from the perspective of “outer” along-
side “inner” forms of practice.13 That so many people have limited experience 
with or exposure to the positive, altruistic and enlightened approaches of Afri-
can-based traditions, and typically cannot name any African-based traditions 
or say anything positive about them, is a testament to centuries of economic, 
social, political, environmental, educational and media cooptation and distor-
tion, and the individual and collective internalized oppression that has too of-
ten resulted, which is an expression of estrangement from our natural goodness 
and the goodness of reality. Perhaps this piece can contribute to a corrective of 
this matter.

An Example of Ceremony

I’d like to share an example of how it feels to be in such a ceremony for those 
who may not have had this experience. Orisha dance is a form of meditative 
practice. Again, the practice (as any practice) will be based in the view that we 
are experiencing at the time—Shamanic, Sutric, Outer Tantra, Inner Tantra, 
and/or Dzogchen. Ocha dance can also particularly be experienced as a form 
of Deity Yoga and Guru Yoga (as in Vajrayana Buddhism), since practitioners 
have intimate, multi-directional, intensive relationships with particular Ori-
sha, one (or more) of whom function as tutelary deities in our evolutionary 
journey. In combination with the spiritual teacher/mentor/“godparent,” along 
with one’s “elevated” (to various degrees of “realization”) ancestors and related 
spirit guides this triumvirate functions much like the “Buddha, Dharma, Sang-
ha” (in Sutric practice), and “Lama, Yidam, Khandro / Guru, Deva, Dakini” 
(in Tantric Buddhist practice) triumvirate.

In group ceremony, a “congregation” of practitioners and invited guests 
dance (more or less!) in synch to drum and song/mantra rhythms, as their 
tsa lung systems (subtle body; literally “channels” and “winds”) are cleaned/
cleared, reorganized, and the ‘knots’ in them are untangled/liberated through 
the very vibrations, invocation and presence of realized energies invoked and 
concentrated in the room. Verily, one does not even need to dance, sing or 
be anywhere near the drums to feel and experience the effects. One also does 
not need to understand the language of the songs (Yoruba), which most prac-
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titioners in the diaspora don’t speak fluently. The music, rhythms and songs/
mantras speak for themselves, beyond cognitive recognition. I have seen peo-
ple weeping tears of joy, relief and healing, and not knowing why, even when 
they were invited and cared for as a guest in an event they knew little about. 
In this way, depending on the view/experience of reality of the practitioner or 
guest, Ocha song could potentially be engaged like the practice of Dzogchen 
gar-dang/yogic song.

Further, Orisha (when present/inhabiting the body of one of the trained 
priests in the ceremony) may engage directly with those present, through:  di-
alogue (explicit, often quite detailed); hugs; cleansing activities (with various 
implements); a fierce, wise or loving look (darshan, Skt.); or other manner or 
approach to offer their blessing, aid, support or shaktipat (initiation, or cataly-
zation Skt.) of spiritual growth. Such activity happens often for those present, 
hence participating in such a ceremony is deemed a blessing and significant 
opportunity to aid in one’s spiritual development and journey.

Ceremonies are typically invitation-only; there are few public ceremonies 
for which one can just show up. It is also best to have an escort (the one who 
extends the invitation), because of the ecstatic nature of such ceremonies. Cer-
tainly, one can engage and connect with Orisha at home alone (or on a walk 
through town or the woods, etc.) by listening and/or dancing to Ocha music 
on one’s streaming platform, or anywhere. Their presence can become more 
palpable through such listening and movement, or in certain places in na-
ture, and can function as a similar (though perhaps less intense) transmission, 
cleansing, healing and catalysis. (*Note that some streaming platforms may 
inadvertently mix in secular and/or sacred music from other African-based tra-
ditions, so you would have to know how to screen these out, or ask someone 
who is knowledgeable to help you distinguish.)

So, What’s Next?

If one is drawn to Ocha dance as a spiritual practice, I recommend:

•	 Finding current practitioners who you connect with and feel are kind, 
open, caring, honest individuals—who may be priests or other levels of 
Ocha practitioners.

•	 Connect with communities who you find inspiring and motivating.
•	 Read books. There are more out than there used to be 20 or 30 years 

ago, though some may have the sensationalist bent that I mentioned 
before. (I learned the tradition largely through oral transmission.) If 
some books resonate with you, have at it.
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•	 Get a “reading.” There are priests who offer this service online or in-per-
son. There are many different systems of spiritual reading that one can 
receive in Lucumi and other African-based systems. Again, find skilled 
practitioners who you resonate with and who approach their offering 
from an open, kind place. (Like other systems of “reading,” note that 
those who offer these services may approach the task from Shamanic, 
Sutric, Outer Tantra, Inner Tantra and/or Dzogchen perspectives. So, 
what is shared may or may not resonate with your own approaches 
and experience of reality. Nevertheless, what is shared can still be very 
catalytic.)

•	 Reach out to me at www.OchaDharma.org if you’d like to request 
a training in some aspect of practice for your community or group. 
(There are descriptions of the domains of offerings there, though I am 
open to tailoring for some groups, within certain parameters. There is 
also a form you can fill out to describe and submit your request.)

I also tell people these days, find some physical practice and go deep! (with 
loving tenderness with yourself ). Whether you’re a jogger, a walker, runner, a 
swimmer, a gardener, a yoga-er, a martial artist, a dancer-in-your-living room, 
etc.—whatever your thing is, do it deeply!  So that, on a regular basis, you are 
supporting the untangling of knots in your subtle body system, greater con-
nectedness with your physical being, the earth and the elements, which then 
opens up a greater state of connectedness with other people, your environ-
ment, the situations you may find yourself in, and all things and reality. 

I hope folks have found benefit in this discussion and welcome your out-
reach and connection if something is of interest and you’d like to learn more. 
Thank you for your presence!

	SHERYL PETTY is the Founder of Ocha Dharma and Movement 
Tapestries. She has worked in organizational development, systems change, 
deep equity, education and field building for 30 years, and consults 
with national and international philanthropic institutions, nonprofits/
NGOs, government agencies, colleges and universities on comprehensive 
transformation processes and field alignment. Dr. Petty holds degrees in 
Mathematics, Systematic Theology, and Leadership and Change, and is 
ordained and teaches in Tibetan Buddhist (Vajrayana/Nyingma) and 
indigenous African-based (Yoruba/Lucumi) traditions, which she has 
practiced for nearly 30 years. She is also authorized to share practices from 
several physical and subtle body yoga systems based in the Himalayas. 
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She supports the efforts of practitioners, organizations and community 
members to heal ourselves and our social systems, unleash our joy and 
creativity, and improve our collective life.

Endnotes

1	 For what I mean by “Realization,” see the section on “Freedom” at the bottom of this 
page: https://www.ochadharma.org/about.

2	 See also the chart at the bottom of the article, “The Structure of Buddhism,” (https://
vajrayananow.com/the-structure-of-buddhism) by Rin’dzin Pamo for an overview of var-
ious Buddhist lineages and approaches to practice. Note that my perspectives about the 
purposes of Vajrayana are a bit broader than what is described there. See also chapters 
1 and 3 in the book Ocha Dharma: The Relationship Between Lucumi, and African-based 
Tradition & Buddhist Practice for more info on how “yanas” are engaged and my lineag-
es, especially pages 35, 38, 39 and 64.

3	 See the book, Healing with Form, Energy and Light: The Five Elements in Tibetan Sha-
manism, Tantra & Dzogchen, by Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche for a perspective on the yanas 
from the Bön traditio, the indigenous tradition of Tibet, which I also practice and from 
which I am also authorized to share practices.

4	 For more information on Orisha, see chapter 2 in the book Ocha Dharma.
5	 Ngakma ordination is one of two forms of ordination in Vajrayana Buddhism. This 

commitment is permanent and transcends lifetimes. Vajrayana ordination (supporting 
the path of transformation), is little known outside of the Himalayas, as most folks are 
only familiar with Sutric ordination, which is monastic, (a renunciate approach). See 
more: https://aroterlineage.org/en/get-involved/ordination/

6	 “Ocha” (or “Osha”) is an elision/shortened form of the word “Orisha” (also spelled “Ori-
cha” or “Orixa”). 

7	  A practice which is also present in Yogic Buddhism, though lesser known in U.S. con-
texts.

8	 See for instance “Deity Practice: Enlightenment has many forms. Sheryl Petty on how 
it manifests in Tantric Buddhism and the African-based Lucumi Tradition,” Lion’s Roar, 
May 2024. (https://www.lionsroar.com/deity-practice/)

9	 From the Nine Vehicle categorization of practice approaches from the Nyingma Va-
jrayana Buddhist tradition. For more info on “nine vehicle” and other categorizations, 
see https://aroterlineage.org/en/teachings/the-vehicles/, as well as the article with Lama 
Ying-rig Dorjé in this volume.

10	 See the article in this volume by James Bae for more on tsa lung practice.
11	 See Ch.2 in the book Ocha Dharma for more information on the Wisdom Families and 

their relationship to Orisha, especially pages 53-58. (*Note that in the diagram, “Pac-
ifying” is white and blue because sometimes the Vajra family is depicted as white and 
sometimes the Buddha family is depicted as blue.)

12	 I offer training in these approaches from both Yogic Buddhist and Lucumi perspectives, 
which readers can request via the form on the Ocha Dharma website: https://www.
ochadharma.org/

13	 Here is one resource that may be of use: Finding Soul on the Path of Orisa: A West African 
Spiritual Tradition, by Tobe Melora Correal. Available at: https://www.penguinrandom-
house.com/books/197518/finding-soul-on-the-path-of-orisa-by-tobe-melora-correal/
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