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chapter 1


BLOOD: OUR FASCINATION
WITH LIFE AND DEATH


Down through the ages, humans have always been fascinated with blood. It is the magic liquid within our bodies that keeps us alive. Even today, with all our scientific knowledge of red and white blood cells, platelets, and antibodies, blood remains mysterious and amazing.


Blood, from the very beginning of our history, has represented human life. Women bleed when their bodies become capable of creating new life. Newborns come into the world through blood. Generation after generation, we pass our blood on into the future through our children and their children. Blood flows through our veins, fills our bodies, fuels our hearts, and sustains our existence. If we lose enough of it, we die, and so blood not only symbolizes life; it also means death. And to give blood to another can mean life.


Ancient humans understood this connection between blood and life and death. In Homer’s Odyssey, the ancient Greek epic, Odysseus pours blood into a lifeless body so that he can talk with it. In Australia, the Aborigines believed that blood was the strength of life that feeds and nourishes the soul. The ancient Aztec people believed that by drinking another’s blood, you could be strengthened with that person’s soul, which was seen as an honor.


In the ancient world, blood’s connection to women, to menstruation, and to childbirth was both honored and feared. The Egyptian goddess Sekhmet (who looked like a woman with a lion’s head) was the goddess of menstruation. She was called the Scarlet Lady—but she was also a goddess of war, known as the One Before Whom Evil Trembles and the Lady of the Slaughter. She was known for her thirst for blood, a thirst that could become dangerous and out of control. Ancient people often saw women as powerful and creative—and also powerful and destructive.


The human obsession with blood also reveals itself in the many ancient cultures that practiced blood sacrifice. The Old Testament Jews conducted blood sacrifices with animals, but on one occasion, the patriarch Abraham was willing to spill even his son’s blood in an offering to God, if an angel had not stopped him. Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, the Aztecs and the Mayans laid down human lives for their gods. They believed that divine fire flowed from a person’s heart through his blood and into his body—and to spill that blood and take the heart was to release the gods’ fire.
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The Goddess Sekhmet was a woman with a lion’s head, a combination that made her both fierce and proud.
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Abraham was ready to sacrifice his son to God, but an angel stopped him in the nick of time.





Such beliefs may seem primitive and repulsive to us, but we are not so different from our ancestors as we might think. Many modern-day Christians regularly enact a blood ritual as part of their worship. In the New Testament, Christ made the connection between blood, life, and the soul when he ate his last meal with his friends and symbolically offered his blood to them, saying, “This is my blood which shall be given up for you.” Christianity’s central ritual, Holy Eucharist (or Communion), memorializes and repeats again and again Christ’s final meal of metaphorical blood and flesh. Some Christians believe it is not a metaphor, but the actual blood and flesh of Jesus that Christians consume at the communion table.
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