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“I’d been drawn here, I realized, 
because I needed a tutorial in death. 
I didn’t need to know about the 
stages of grief or how to make a 
living will; I needed to know how to 
live with death. ” —from the prologue

Near the Exit
Travels with the Not-So-Grim Reaper 
LORI ERICKSON 
After her brother died unexpectedly and her mother moved into a 
dementia-care facility, spiritual travel writer and Episcopal deacon Lori 
Erickson felt called to a new quest: to face death head on, with the eye 
of  a tourist and the heart of  a pastor. 

Blending memoir, spirituality, and travel, Near the Exit examines how 
cultures confront and have confronted death, from Egypt’s Valley of  
the Kings and Mayan temples, to a Colorado cremation pyre and Day 
of  the Dead celebrations, to Maori settlements and tourist-destination 
graveyards. Erickson reflects on mortality—the ways we avoid it, the 
ways we cope with it, and the ways life is made more precious by 
accepting it—in places as far away as New Zealand and as close as the 
nursing home up the street. Throughout her personal journey and her 
travels, Erickson helps us to see that one of  the most life-affirming 
things we can do is to invite death along for the ride.

LORI ERICKSON, an Episcopal 
deacon, is one of  America’s top travel 
writers specializing in spiritual journeys. 
She’s the author of  the memoir Holy 
Rover: Journeys in Search of  Mystery, Miracles, 
and God, which was a finalist for the 2017 
Travel Book of  the Year INDIES Award 
from Foreword Reviews. She lives in Iowa 
City, Iowa, with her husband. 



Advanced Praise for Near the Exit
“Informative, insightful and thoroughly entertaining, Near the Exit 
is a travelogue of  human mortality.”

—IRA BYOCK, MD, author of  Dying Well and  
The Best Care Possible, Active Emeritus Professor  

of  Medicine, the Geisel School of  Medicine at Dartmouth

“Lori Erickson fearlessly weaves ancient perspectives and cultural 
expressions about death gleaned from her own travel experiences into 
the intimate stories of  her mother’s life in a nursing home in Iowa. Near 
the Exit will appeal to anyone who struggles to understand the mystery 
of  death and dying.”

—MISSY BUCHANAN, advocate and  
writer-speaker for older adults

Select Praise for Holy Rover
Finalist for the 2017 Travel Book of the Year  

INDIES Award from Foreword Reviews

2018 Hollywood Book Festival Winner  
in spiritual/religious category

Listed as one of the top travel books for the  
2017 holiday gift season by Associated Press 

“Whether describing mystical visions or the rhythms of  everyday 
life, Erickson turns the spiritual journey into a series of  exciting 
transformations.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, starred review

“The respect that Erickson evinces both for the God of  her chosen 
tradition, and for the gods that came before, is scintillating.”

—FOREWORD REVIEWS, 5-out-of-5 stars review

“Globe-trotting travel writer Erickson isn’t interested in recommending 
the best hotels, restaurants, resorts, and the like. No, her goal is God 
as she searches out a host of  places sacred to the world’s religions, 
traditional and nontraditional. . . . She offers the history and background 
of  each place she visits as well as what revelations she has experienced 
there. As a seeker, she shares what she has sought, and one senses her 
journeys have only begun. One wishes her Godspeed.”

—BOOKLIST
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Select Praise for Holy Rover, continued
“[Erickson] spins a fine yarn and weaves in a mighty dose of  insight 
along the way . . . And her explication—never settling for an off-the-
shelf  recounting or humdrum heard-it-all-before—digs deep, shining 
light on little-known nooks and crannies of  the religion world’s most 
uncanny characters and sacred landscapes. With every stop on the Holy 
Rover tour, the armchair spiritualist stumbles into something new to 
learn.”

—CHICAGO TRIBUNE 

“Reading Holy Rover is like hitting the lotto of  a road trip with Anne 
Lamott, Barbara Brown Taylor, and Elizabeth Gilbert, one filled 
with intoxicating conversation, exciting discoveries, and plenty of  
spiritual rule-breaking.” 

—RIVER JORDAN, author of   
Praying for Strangers: An Adventure of  the Human Spirit

“With grace and wit, Lori Erickson takes us on a pilgrimage to 
sacred sites around the world. In each location, Erickson reveals a 
bit more of  her own spiritual journey, of  her own exploration of  the 
deeper mystical meanings that underlie all faiths. Through her own 
quest, she becomes a healer and a wise woman, and she invites us to 
follow her visionary path.” 

—MARY SWANDER, author of   
The Desert Pilgrim: En Route to Mysticism and Miracles

“Lori Erickson is just a good writer period, and her engaging travel tales 
will entertain and enlighten readers and inspire them to make their own 
pilgrimages near and far.” 

—RELIGIOUS TRAVEL PLANNING GUIDE 
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LORI ERICKSON, an Episcopal deacon, is 
one of  America’s top travel writers specializing in 
spiritual journeys. She’s the author of  the memoir 
Holy Rover : Journeys in Search of  Mystery, Miracles, 
and God, which was a finalist for the 2017 Travel 
Book of  the Year INDIES Award from Foreword 
Reviews. She lives in Iowa City, Iowa, with her 
husband. 

From the Author
When I tell people about my new book, I always lead with, “It’s about 
death—but it’s not depressing!” Most of  us, after all, approach this 
topic with trepidation. We know we’ll have to deal with mortality 
sometime, but just not now, thank you very much.

But after my brother died the same week my mother entered memory 
care in a nursing home, I couldn’t ignore the existential question of  
death. In my grief, I set out on a quest to find places that could teach me 
about mortality. I didn’t need to know about the stages of  grief  or how 
to make a living will; I needed to know how to live with death. 

My travels took me to a Day of  the Dead celebration in Chicago, where 
I learned that the smell of  marigolds attracts the dead to altars, and to 
the inside of  one of  the Great Pyramids in Egypt, where I attempted 
to think deep thoughts but instead worried about all the germs in its 
well-used air. In the Vatican Necropolis I stood beside what might be 
St. Peter’s bones, and in New Zealand I spent a week among the Maori, 
who believe their ancestors live among them. In Crestone, Colorado 
(which has more spiritual sites per square inch than anywhere else in 
America), I visited its open-air cremation ground and heard about the 
lessons it teaches the townspeople each time a body is burned.

But my Tutorial in Death, as I came to think of  it, also included more 
universal destinations such as graveyards, funerals, and nursing homes. I 
approached these sites from the perspective of  a travel writer, exploring 
their customs and paradoxes as if  they were foreign countries. I 
imagined the Buddha coming with me to the memory care unit where 
my mother lives and spent a day contemplating my own mortality in a 
neighborhood graveyard. I learned how Victorian mourning customs 
continue to influence us, including our choice of  clothing for funerals 
and our many euphemisms for death, from storming the gates of  
heaven to winning the battle eternal. During my travels, I talked to Zen 
monks, funeral directors, Maori elders, palliative care physicians, and 
a group of  New Age enthusiasts who are certain they’ve lived before.

While there are many books about end-of-life issues—from how-to 
manuals on dealing with grief  to poignant memoirs written by people 
approaching death—Near the Exit is unusual in its blend of  death and 
travel. Wherever I journey, I invite readers to come along with me as 
I ponder, learn, laugh, cry, question, and find comfort and inspiration. 

I hope you’ll find Near the Exit to be thought-provoking, informative, 
amusing, and helpful as you wrestle with your own existential questions. 
Most of  all, I hope you’ll discover, as I have, that lessons on mortality 
are nearly everywhere, once you start looking for them.
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Reader Guide
Questions and Topics for Discussion
1. Have you ever visited a place that made you think about mortality? If  so, 
what about it made you reflect on issues of  life and death?

2. Which of  Erickson’s journeys did you find most thought-provoking? Why?

3. What events in your life have forced you to confront your own mortality?

4. Erickson quotes author Richard Rohr as saying you don’t want to leave 
your spiritual homework until the night before the test. For you, what might 
that spiritual homework include?

5. Who in your life has been a role model for how to die well? What made 
their death a good death?

6. Are you afraid of  dying? Why or why not?

7. What do you think happens after we die?

8. Erickson writes, “While a terminal diagnosis frequently jolts people into 
contemplating spiritual questions, aging often happens so slowly that we can 
easily miss the chance to learn from it.” Do you think this is true? If  so, what 
are the spiritual lessons to be learned from aging?

9. Has your perspective on mortality changed as you’ve grown older?

10. What rituals or practices do you think would help people in our society 
better deal with mortality? Have you learned anything from this book that 
you’d like to incorporate in your own life?

11. Erickson describes some of  the beliefs relating to ancestors in cultures 
across the globe. Have you ever felt that you’ve received a message from 
someone who has died?

12. Does the Mexican Day of  the Dead holiday appeal to you in any way? 
Why or why not?

13. How can faith communities better support and care for people at the end 
of  their lives?

14. Have you ever tried to meditate? Do you think meditation can be a tool 
for dealing with aging and preparing for death?

15. Do you have an advance health care directive? Have you known people 
who didn’t have one and had difficulties at the end of  their lives as a result?

16. Erickson writes that she believes funerals are for the living, not the deceased. 
Do you agree? What rituals would you like at the end of  your life, if  any?

17. What cultural differences have you observed in relation to end-of-life 
issues and customs?

18. Of  the people in Erickson’s book, who do you think has the healthiest 
attitude toward death?


