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If you’ve picked up this book, chances are you’re interested in the Asatru faith and Norse paganism. I’m guessing that you’re either a beginner to the faith, or you’re interested but have not yet made that final leap of faith.  Perhaps you’re an experienced practitioner who decided to brush up on the basics. 

Whatever your reasoning, I am glad you’re here. 

The Asatru faith is a wonderful, and in my experience, quite freeing religion. As you will learn within the coming pages, it is focused on not only the Norse pantheon, but it is also focused on you and your well-being. As much as the gods and ancestors are honored within the Asatru faith, so are you. It is a faith based on reciprocation and respect, love, and community. It values relations above all else. This book is a beginner’s guide to the Asatru faith and is aimed at acting as an informative and educational resource. It is, in essence, a religious resource.  When I first began outlining this book, I wanted to create something that would act as a stepping stone toward more knowledge and a deeper appreciation of the faith. I wanted to create something that newcomers could turn to in times of doubt.  I also wanted this guide to act as a comprehensive overview of the Asatru faith, particularly aimed at those who have no prior knowledge of the religion.  In many ways, this is more than just a beginner’s guide. It is an introduction to one of the oldest faiths in the world. As you’ll soon learn, Asatru is a revival of ancient Norse paganism and truly honors the traditions of the past. 

What first drew me to the practice of Asatru was that it was one of the few religions which allowed me to practice, worship, and express my faith as I choose. Asatru allows you to do what feels right for you.  Asatru has allowed me to explore without having to worry about being judged or persecuted for not following a set dogma. In my experience, it is one of the most freeing religions in the world. Within these pages, I touch on everything from the origins and historical context of Asatru, to the key rituals, practices, and holidays. Of course, no beginner’s guide is complete without an in-depth discussion on the gods and goddesses of Norse mythology. I wrote this book with the aim of helping beginners find their feet. When I first started my journey, I was quite lost. Asatru is a free faith, and every practitioner has their own way of expressing that and honoring the gods. Quite frankly, I wasn’t sure where to start.  How was I to know how to honor and commune with the gods if there were no strict methods? Practices? Rules to follow?

What helped me the most was reading. Gaining knowledge about Asatru and Norse paganism showed me the way. 

I hope that this book can act as your guide and help you find your feet. Now, buckle up and let's dive in!
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​The History and Mythology of Asatru
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Heathenism and paganism have become prevalent in recent years, but what exactly do these religions and practices entail? And what do their lifestyles look like?

This chapter aims to break down the definition of heathenry and paganism and looks at the key differences between these faiths. It also focuses on the origins of Asatru and mythologies that inform its practices. 

Heathenry and Paganism: A Comprehensive Definition 

Before we get into the history of Asatru and the basics of the religion, I thought it would be a good idea to clearly define heathenism and paganism. Contrary to popular belief, these terms are not interchangeable and don’t share a meaning.  So what does it mean to be a heathen, or practice a heathenistic religion? What does it mean to be a pagan?

Well, according to dictionary.com, the word pagan is defined as “a person who follows a polytheistic religion” and “a member of a religious or spiritual group that worships nature or the earth” (Definition of heathen | Dictionary.com, n.d.). In addition to this, a pagan can also be viewed as a person who does not follow the Christian, Jewish, or Muslim faith.  The informal definition listed on dictionary.com is “an irreligious, uncivilized, or unenlightened person.”  This definition is indicative of not only the way the word is used by the general public, but also the way heathenistic religions and practices are often viewed. Now, these negative connotations are slowly decreasing, but they are still perceived as unusual. 

According to dictionary.com (Definition of heathen | Dictionary.com, n.d.) the word heathen refers to a person that does not acknowledge the existence of a Christian God or the Bible. This person also does not belong to the Jewish, Christian, or Muslim faith.  Interestingly enough, this definition of heathen also makes it clear that a heathen is not a pagan, thus cementing the differences between the two faiths.

Dictionary.com also acknowledges the informal, and somewhat derogatory, definition of heathen. The informal definition of heathen is “an irreligious, uncultured, or uncivilized person” (Definition of heathen | Dictionary.com, n.d.).  The terms heathen and pagan are historical terms that were initially used by Christian, Jewish, and Muslim people when refering to others who did not belong to one of three religious groups. 

The term heathen was also used in a derogatory way when referring to so-called ‘primitive’ tribes that were thought to be unenlightened and barbaric. However, while the understanding of the word pagan has shifted to a more positive term that refers to people who follow spiritual lifestyles focused on the divinity of nature, the word heathen has continued to be used as an offensive term.  While the word heathen remains closely tied with negative connotations, the emergence of heathenistic religions have begun to change that understanding to an increasingly neutral description of existing religious movements. So, given the similar definitions of pagan and heathen, what makes them different? Well, when used as a noun, heathen refers to a person who does not follow the Christian faith, whereas pagan expands this definition and refers to a person who does not follow an Abrahmist religion (Definition of heathen | Dictionary.com, n.d.). Therefore, the initial difference between these terms are based on the religions they are said to reject. However, for the purpose of this book, I’ll be using the term heathen instead of pagan. This is because Asatru is a heathenistic faith. 

Key Characteristics of Paganism and Heathenry 

While there exists no unified theology for heathnistic and pagan faiths, a key characteristic of these faiths is that they are generally polytheistic. What this means is that they focus on or center around a group of deities, commonly referred to as a pantheon. 

Often, these faiths will adopt a cosmological view of the world and view the world as being imbued with spirits. Another key characteristic of these faiths is the prevalence of rituals. Now, ritual practices will vary from faith to faith, and often, from group to group. However, it is commonly understood that these rituals are employed to honor the deities and spirits that the group worships. Often, the rituals will include food and drink. 

Common values that are held by these groups often emphasize honor, loyalty, and personal integrity. While it might be easy to blanket these faiths under the umbrella of heathenism or paganism, doing this erases the complex and often deeply spiritual differences that exist between various faiths. Keeping this in mind, I would like to reiterate that this book speaks on Asatru and should not be read as a guide to heathenism in general. 

That being said, I would like to shine a bit of a spotlight on heathenism in general and its origins. 

In contrast to the definition provided by dictionary.com, I’ll be defining heathen and heathenism as being a religious practice/faith that is alternate to the more common monothestic Abrahamic religions. In my opinion, it is merely a different way of moving through the world. There is no better or worse, only different. 

Heathenry predates Christianity and other Abrahamic faiths. It is believed to have been originally practiced by Northern European people who lived over a thousand years ago. These people were the Anglo-Saxon English, Scandinavians, and Germans. While these faiths faced harsh persecution under Christian expansion, their modern day revival has seen very little opposition. Modern heathenistic groups include Asatru and Germanic Pagan Reconstructionism. 

Asatru, also known as Odinism, has thrived in Iceland, and has once again become an official and nationally recognized religion in the country. As mentioned previously, heathenism is a polytheistic faith and focuses on building a good relationship with their deities, ancestors, and the spirits of the land. Another core tenant of heathen faith is that there is no central authority. Simply put, heathenistic faith is not an organized religion. There exists no one dogma or means of practicing the faith. Each group or individual has the freedom to develop their own practices and beliefs (What is Heathenry?, n.d.). 

Heathenry and Wicca 

Heathenry and Pagan practices have plenty of similarities, the largest of which is the belief in a pantheon of deities, spirits, or ancestors. However, they are not the same. 

A key example of paganism is Wicca. Wicca is not a hard polytheist faith. While some practitioners might honor multiple deities or spirits, this is not the only way to practice the faith. 

Practitioners of Wicca also follow the ‘Eight Fold Wheel of the Year,’ which is based on solstices and equinoxes. Magic is also an essential aspect of Wicca. 

However, despite these differences in faith and practice, many people who practice the heathen faith are closely intertwined with pagan communities. This could be for both political and social reasons. 

In my experience, a key tenant in these faiths is to value similarities over differences. This has often allowed numerous faiths and communities to converse and share their own beliefs without causing conflict. 
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​The Origins of Asatru
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The roots of Asatru lie deep in the ancient history of Northern Europe, in the pre-Christian societies of what is now Scandinavia, Iceland, and other parts of the Germanic world. These societies worshipped a pantheon of gods and goddesses, including Odin, Thor, Freya, and others, and they held deep respect for their ancestors and the spirits of the land. Their myths, sagas, and rituals were transmitted orally for generations, and some of them were eventually recorded in texts like the Poetic Edda and the Prose Edda in the 13th century. However, these practices began to fade with the arrival of Christianity around the 8th century, which gradually replaced the old gods with the new faith.

Fast forward to the 19th and early 20th centuries, a period marked by a renewed interest in these old traditions. Romanticism and nationalism sparked fascination with the myths, history, and folklore of pre-Christian Northern Europe. However, it wasn't until the 1970s that the old ways started to see a genuine revival.

Asatru as we know it today began in the 1970s in Iceland with the formation of the Ásatrúarfélagið, or the Asatru Fellowship, by a poet and historian named Sveinbjörn Beinteinsson. He successfully campaigned for the official recognition of Asatru as a registered religion in Iceland in 1973. Following this, similar groups began to emerge in other countries, notably the United States and Scandinavia.

In America, Stephen McNallen founded the Asatru Free Assembly in 1974, which later split into several organizations, including the Asatru Folk Assembly and The Troth. These groups took different paths, with some emphasizing a more ethnic or folkish interpretation of Asatru, while others, like The Troth, promoting a more inclusive and universal approach.

Since then, Asatru has continued to evolve and grow, with practitioners worldwide. As a reconstructed religion, its practitioners draw on historical and archaeological research, along with elements of folklore and sometimes personal inspiration, to recreate and reinterpret the ancient traditions for the modern world. It's worth noting, however, that Asatru doesn't claim to be a direct continuation of the old ways, but rather a modern interpretation.

The central tenets of Asatru include respect for the gods, the ancestors, and the land, as well as values such as honor, loyalty, courage, and hospitality. Ritual practices often involve blóts or offerings, the recitation of poetry or saga, and communal feasts. However, beliefs and practices can vary widely among practitioners, reflecting the individual and democratic ethos of Asatru.

At the time of writing this, Asatru has become Iceland's largest non-Christian religion. Asatru has also flourished in the United States, and in 2017, the Department of Defense officially recognized the Asatru. This allowed practitioners their full religious rights in all service branches (Ásatrú, n.d.). 

The General Structure of Asatru

While Asatru values allowing its practitioners the freedom to practice as they choose, there are a few general structural hierarchies and roles. 

In general, the Asatru are split into Kindreds. The term kindreds refers to local worship groups. These could also be called stead, skeppslagm, or garth. The Kindred have the option to be affiliated with a national organization, but oftentimes, they are composed of families, communities, or individuals (Wigington, 2019).

It is also common for Kindred to be related by either blood or marriage. They are also often led by a Goðar, the priest. The Goðar is also thought of as the ‘speaker of the gods’ (Wigington, 2019). 

The complexity and diversity of Asatru practice become evident when exploring the roles within a Kindred. Besides the Goðar, there are sometimes roles like the Skald, an individual designated to compose and recite poems and songs, often during blóts or other ritual occasions. The Skald's role serves to maintain oral traditions and keep the lore alive, which is an integral part of Asatru.

Kindreds can also incorporate the role of a Seiðkona or Seiðmadr, individuals who are believed to have the gift of prophecy or divination. These practitioners perform a ritual known as seiðr, which often involves entering a trance-like state to gain insight or wisdom. However, the practice of seiðr varies significantly among different Kindreds and individuals.

In the spirit of community and kinship, Kindreds also typically come together to celebrate historical and seasonal events. These might include Yule, a winter solstice festival, and Álfablót, a private ritual held in honor of the elves at the end of the harvest season. These celebrations serve to honor the gods, the ancestors, and the land, reinforcing the strong sense of community and shared spirituality. 

While it's true that the Kindreds are generally led by a Goðar, it's also worth mentioning that some groups have adopted alternative structures, including those based on direct democracy or consensus decision-making. In these groups, leadership roles might rotate, or decisions might be made collectively rather than being guided by a single individual. It is a testament to the flexibility and adaptability of Asatru, embracing the values of modern society while honoring ancient traditions.

Many Kindreds place great emphasis on their connections with ancestors and the land. Ancestor veneration, or honoring and respecting one's forebears, is a common practice in Asatru, often reflected in rituals, storytelling, and the maintenance of family and community histories. Similarly, many Asatruar feel a deep connection to the land, seeing it as sacred and recognizing the spirits that dwell there.

Something that I think is vitally important to mention is that, in recent years, Asatru has become entangled with views of white supremacy and racism. This occured due to the use of Norse symbols by white supremacy groups (Wigington, 2019). 

I would like to state that Asatru does not stand for racism, nor does it believe in racial discrimination. In fact, I would recommend that you do your own reading on the subject and properly educate yourself on the controversy. 

Despite the recent controversies involving Asatru and the misuse of its symbols, it's essential to acknowledge the concerted efforts by many Asatru practitioners to distance themselves from racist ideologies. They continue to emphasize that the true essence of Asatru lies in the respect for all, a sense of community, and a deep reverence for nature and ancestry. Their aim is to uphold these values and educate the wider public about the rich, inclusive spiritual tradition that Asatru represents.

Many in the Asatru community also seek to reclaim their symbols from those who misuse them for hate and discrimination. They strive to restore the authentic meanings of these symbols, which often represent concepts like protection, prosperity, and harmony.

Asatru, as a living tradition, continues to evolve in the 21st century, often incorporating contemporary values of equality, democracy, and inclusivity. As such, it's a path that invites constant learning, growth, and exploration. Above all, it's a path that brings together individuals who share a deep reverence for the Norse gods, the wisdom of the ancestors, and the sanctity of the natural world.
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​The Mythology of Asatru
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The Norse myths and tales the Asatru revolve around first emerged during the initial practice of heathenry. These myths and tales were told and acted as a representation of how people understood and perceived the world (Seigfried, 2021). 

Often, these myths would also express their worldview and act as an explanation to their rituals and practices. There are some Norse myths that were intrinsically tied to the culture of practitioners. A key example of this is the myth of Thor, who shrunk his hammer in order to wear it around his neck. This myth influenced culture, and many practitioners wore miniature amulets of Thor's hammer around their necks (Seigfried, 2021).

In addition to the myth, what else did Thor’s hammer symbolize? Was it strength? Protection? And what was the importance of wearing the hammer? Was it in honor of Thor?

These are the kinds of questions you should ask yourself when delving into the Asatru myths. 

My point here is that myths are more than just stories that are passed on through generations. Myths are vital to the faith of Asatru, and the challenge modern practitioners face is taking these age-old myths and using them to try and find meaning in modern day life. It is a challenge to root our modern practices in ancient myths, however, without those roots, our practices lose all meaning. 
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