
Ancestral Legacies: 

 Integrating Healing Rituals into the 

Psychotherapy Process 

 

Collecting Ancestral information 
 

1. Interview family members and keep a journal. 
 

2. Use an online database to find additional ancestors. African Americans 

should start with the 1940 census and work back to 1870.  

a. University and public libraries provide access to Ancestry.com, 

HeritageQuest, and Fold3. The later has military records for African 

Americans who served in the Civil War. 

b. FamilySearch.com (Mormon database) has census, probate, and 

marriage records from many countries. 
 

What to Do With the Names of Your Ancestors 
 

1. Set up an altar or sacred place in memory of your ancestors. 

a. Physically and spiritually clean the space. 

b. If you are using a table, cover it in white cloth. 

c. Mark a clear demarcation between the space for ancestors and the 

living. 

d. Include pictures, names, candles, or other items symbolic of your 

ancestors (cards, obituaries, etc.). 

e. Include clean vessels for water reserved for this purpose.  

f. Change the water weekly and lay offerings at the altar including 

food, money, water, or other items your ancestors would like.  

2. Say the names of your ancestors regularly and ask that each person watch 

over you, your family, children, or anyone you have concerns about.  

a. For ancestors that you know had bad character (e.g. child molesters, 

rapists, killers), skip over those people and do not include her/him on 

an altar space. 

b. If an ancestor struggled in life with psychological concerns, ask that 

the positive and healthy aspects of the person come forward. 
  

3. Ask for specific guidance. 

  

3. Design a specific prayer and ritual that is comfortable for you with a 

specific opening and closing.  

a. Openings allow the spirits to know you are calling them so that they 

can listen. 

b. Closings ensure that the spiritual door is closed so that the spiritual 

energy does not linger. 
 

5. Adding people to your altar. 
 

c. If you are unaware of the history of your ancestors, add one new 

person at a time. Start by praying for peace and guidance while 

calling the names of those ancestors who are already on your altar. 

Add the new ancestor and state that you wish for [name’s] spirit to 

be elevated in light. Wait several days and pay attention to whether 

you notice anything different (positive, negative, neutral). As long as 

you do not experience any negative repercussions (nightmares, 

intuition), you can assume the person is safe to include on the altar. 
 

Working with Genograms 
 

1. Genograms can be used in clinical practice to construct a story of 

strength, resilience, and triumph. Moving beyond a basic family tree of 

names, constructing a genogram empowers the therapist and client to see 

patterns passed down through generations. Genograms are used for the 

following: 
 

a. Identify strengths within a family 

b. Target patterns of behavior that the client is mimicking 

c. Help clients to understand that their symptoms span across 

generations 

d. Inspiration 

e. Forgiveness 
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Sankofa Exercise 
1. Complete this exercise over several weeks.  

2. On a large piece of construction paper, begin mapping a family tree. Go 

back at least 3 generations, but strive for 7.  

3. List important events (birth, age/date of marriage, death), occupation, 

fought in a war for each person. 

4. Write down relationships between family members (e.g. conflict; close). 

5. Think about the historical time period during which the person lived and 

write down events that impacted each family member (e.g. Jim Crow, 

migrated to California, sharecropper). 

6. Speak with other family or community members about the person in order 

to gain a better understanding of his or her life. 

7. Consider the impact of your family history on your current life and discuss 

this in therapy. 
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