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“In the end, which is more important: our 
physical characteristics or our inner lives? 
Whether we can trace our ancestors back 
several centuries or whether we see ourselves 
as part of a long line of souls, each adding 
our individual spark to the flame of a much 
greater spirit?”

—from chapter one

The Soul of the Family Tree
Ancestors, Stories, and the Spirits We Inherit
LORI ERICKSON

Growing up in a passionately Norwegian-American Iowa town, Lori 
Erickson rolled her eyes at traditions like Nordic Fest and steaming 
pots of  rømmegrøt. But like many Americans, she eventually felt drawn 
to genealogy, not only as a tool to discover more about her ancestors, 
but more importantly, as a means for spiritual self-refl ection. Her 
quest to know more about the Vikings and immigrants who perch in 
her family tree led her to visit Norse settlements and reenactments, 
medieval villages and modern museums, her picturesque hometown 
and her ancestor’s farm on the fjords.

Along the way, Erickson discovers how her soul has been shaped 
by her ancestors and fi nds unexpected spiritual guides among 
the seafaring Vikings and her hardscrabble immigrant forebears. 
Erickson’s far-ranging journeys and spiritual musings show us how 
researching family history can be a powerful tool for inner growth. 
Travel with Erickson in The Soul of  the Family Tree to learn how the 
spirits of  your ancestral past can guide you today.

LORI ERICKSON is one of  America’s 
top travel writers specializing in spiritual 
journeys. She is the author of  Near the Exit: 
Travels with the Not-So-Grim Reaper (which won 
a Silver INDIES Award for 2019 Religion 
Book of  the Year from Foreword Reviews) and 
Holy Rover: Journeys in Search of  Mystery, Miracles, 
and God. Her writing has appeared in the Los 
Angeles Times, National Geographic Traveler, and 
Better Homes & Gardens, among others. She 
lives in Iowa City, Iowa, with her husband.
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How Tracing Our Genealogy  
Can Deepen Our Spiritual Lives

Lori Erickson Embarks on Quest  
to Find Her Spiritual Ancestors

Early one morning, travel writer Lori Erickson was collecting her spit. Like 
many Americans drawn to their pasts and genealogy, Erickson had decided 
to test her DNA to discover her heritage through a simple home-collected 
sample. This step soon launched her journey to walk the lands of  her ancestors, 
from the stunning fjords of  Norway and the bleak coast of  Newfoundland to 
the small Norwegian-American Iowa town where she grew up and the farm 
of  her great-great grandfather. 

Erickson had her DNA results, but as a writer most interested in spiritual 
journeys, she wanted to dig deeper. What could she learn from her forbearers’ 
spirituality? She realized that her story suddenly became much more than a 
quest to see how far back she could trace her ancestors. Instead, she began 
to see herself—and each of  us—as parts of  a long line of  souls, adding our 
individual sparks to the flame of  a much greater spirit. 

Erickson (author of Near the Exit and Holy Rover) takes us along with her 
in her new book, The Soul of  the Family Tree: Ancestors, Spirits, and the Stories We 
Inherit, as she seeks to show us how the spirits of  our ancestors can guide us 
today. What can spiritual guides like Gudrid the Far Traveler, Leif  Eriksson’s  
sister-in-law, or the battle-hardened Viking-Saint Olaf  teach her? And what 
would it be like to walk in the shoes of  her hardscrabble immigrant ancestors, 
Hans and Sila, who settled in Decorah, Iowa, or to spend time with modern-
day Norse pagans? The spiritual richness of  Erickson’s family tree taught her 
not only about her ancestors, but also just as much about herself.

The Soul of  the Family Tree will appeal to readers of  Erickson’s previous books 
specializing in spiritual journeys, anyone interested in genealogy and Norse or 
Viking culture and history, and to those who have enjoyed similar books like 
The Lost Family Tree by Libby Copeland and The Nordic Theory of  Everything 
by Anu Partanen. However, Erickson’s exploration of  the spirituality of  our 
family trees sets this book apart from similar ventures. “Genealogy is one of  
America’s top hobbies, but amateur researchers may never think to consider 
the spiritual dimensions of  their explorations,” says Jessica Miller Kelley, 
senior acquisitions editor at Westminster John Knox Press. “Erickson prompts 
readers to look not just backward but inward to consider the legacies left and 
journeys taken by our ancestors and to identify foremothers and forefathers 
who can inspire us today, whether we’re biologically related or not.” 

The Soul of  the Family Tree: Ancestors, Spirits,  
and the Stories We Inherit  releases from  

Westminster John Knox Press on August 24, 2021. 

For marketing and publicity inquiries, please contact Elle D. Rogers 
at edrumheller@wjkbooks.com or 502-569-5211.
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From the Author
Genealogy is one of  the world’s most popular hobbies—and also one of  
the most tedious, at least to people who don’t see what’s so interesting 
about dead relatives.

I used to be in the latter camp. Growing up in the Norwegian-American 
town of  Decorah, Iowa, I viewed its enthusiasm for all-things-Scandinavian 
with indifference. But as I grew older, I became curious about my Norse 
roots and the ways in which I was the product of  forces emanating from 
deep in the past. 

The search for my roots took me from the windswept coast of  
Newfoundland and the stunning fjords of  Norway to the deck of  
a modern-day Viking ship. I visited dead Vikings in the north of  
England, met modern-day Norse pagans in Minneapolis, and spent 
a weekend as a Viking woman at a reenactor festival. I learned how 
to read runes, paid my respects to a Norse saint with highly suspect 
credentials, and came to a deeper understanding of  my hometown. 
Two people in particular became my guides: Gudrid the Far Traveler, 
a Viking woman who gave birth to the fi rst child of  European descent 
in North America, and Leif  Eriksson, the explorer whom I’d long 
claimed as my ancestor on the (admittedly thin) basis of  our similar 
names and love of  travel. 

Along the way, I discovered that what I was really tracing was my 
spiritual DNA—the infl uences that have shaped my interior life. 
I developed a fascination for Norse mythology and metaphysics, 
gained a deeper understanding of  my Christian faith, and acquired 
wisdom that I never would have found if  I hadn’t started poking 
around in my ancestral attic.

When you read my book, I think you might discover that you have 
more connections to the Norse than you realize. Even if  you don’t have 
Scandinavian DNA, the infl uence of  the Vikings threads through our 
culture, from the many Old Norse words in our language to the books 
and fi lms inspired by the folklore of  the far north. From The Lord of  the 
Rings to Game of  Thrones, their stories have become our stories.

Most of  all, I hope you’ll be inspired by my book to do research on your 
own family tree. If  you already love genealogy, my somewhat-quirky 
explorations may help you view it in a different way, allowing you to 
realize that genealogy can be a powerful tool for spiritual refl ection and 
growth. And if  you think genealogy is tedious—well, I hope my example 
might show you that it can actually be a golden ticket for exploring the 
oddities, the wonders, and the weirdness of  the forces that have shaped 
you and your relatives. 
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Advance Praise for 
The Soul of the Family Tree
“Captivating. . . . I literally could not put this one down! Not only 
did I learn a great deal, I found the book to be very fascinating and 
entertaining. While I am not personally of  Scandinavian descent, 
I now want to visit important places described in the book and I 
want to start researching the stories of  my own ancestors. Highly 
recommended!”

—BRIAN ALLAIN,
Founder of  Writing for Your Life 

and How to Heal Our Divides

“Lori Erickson not only has the adventurous spirit of  her Viking 
ancestors, but a sparkling sense of  humor not generally associated with 
Olaf  the Stout or Ivar the Boneless. Deftly navigating the promises 
and perils of  DNA testing, ancient sagas, family lore, historical 
reenactments, homelands, hometowns, and stupid graffi ti left behind 
by your ancestors, The Soul of  the Family Tree takes us on a journey into 
human identity that’s both fun and profound.” 

—SCOTT SAMUELSON,
author of  The Deepest Human Life and 

Seven Ways of  Looking at Pointless Suffering

“Enthusiastic, intelligent, and willing to put on a funny Viking 
skirt and laugh at herself, Lori is the perfect guide for this kind of  
journey. She asks the questions we would be asking, and then she 
trots off  to the next destination filled with boundless energy. . . . 
This truly entertaining book will be of  special interest to anyone 
thinking of  researching their own family tree or to anyone who’s 
ever looked at a map and dreamed, ‘So where do I come from, 
really?’” 

—JUNE MELBY,
author of  My Family and Other Hazards: A Memoir

“Despite her digs at Swedes, Lori Erickson has put together a must 
read for all fans of  genealogy. Her journey is one that will inspire 
everyone to dig in and experience the power of  knowing their 
ancestral roots.”

—BRIAN GERARD,
pastor and winner of  Swedish-American 

reality show Allt för Sverige, Season One
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