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What i s  A s a t r u ?  

T h i s  b o o k l e t  was w r i t t e n  t o  p r o v i d e  answers t o  
t h e  q u e s t i o n s  l i k e l y  t o  be asked by  anyone j u s t  s t a r t -  
i n g  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  A s a t r u .  Thus, y o u ' l l  f i n d  few 
l e n g t h y  t h e o l o g i c a l  essays, b u t  many c l e a r l y - w o r d e d  
r e p l i e s  t o  t h e  s o r t  o f  q u e r i e s  most asked by t h e  a v e r -  
age person.  

The o p i n i o n s  g i v e n  he re  a r e  o f t e n  n o t  hard-and- 
f a s t  d o c t r i n e .  Many A s a t r u - b e l i e v e r s  w i l l  n o t  accep t  
each and every  word w r i t t e n  here .  S t i l l ,  t h e  o u t l i n e s  
a r e  v a l i d  and r e p r e s e n t  a  v a s t  amount s f  s tudy  and 
though t .  I t  i s  hoped and c o n f i d e n t l y  expected t h a t  
t h i s  work w i l l  p rove u s e f u l  t o  t h e  newcomer and t h e  
mcre exper ienced i n d i v i d u a l  a l i k e .  

Stephen A. McNall  en 

Breckenr idge ,  Texas, 1985 

Long b e f o r e  C h r i s t i a n i t y  came t o  N o r t h e r n  Eur-  
ope, t h e  peop le  t h e r e  had t h e i r  own r e 1  i g i o n s .  One 
o f  these  was Asa t ru .  I t  was p r a c t i c e d  i n  t h e  lands  
t h a t  a r e  today Scandinav ia ,  England, Germany, France, 
t h e  Ne the r lands ,  and o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  as w e l l .  A s a t r u  
i s  t h e  o r i g i n a l  o r  n a t i v e  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f  f o r  t h e  
peoples who l i v e d  i n  these r e g i o n s .  

idhat does t h e  word " A s a t r u "  mean? - -. 

I t  means " b e l i e f  i n  t h e  Gods" i n  O ld  Norse, t h e  
language o f  a n c i e n t  Scand inav ia  i n  wh ich so much o f  o u r  
source m a t e r i a l  was w r i t t e n .  

When d i d  A s a t r u  s t a r t ?  

A s a t r u  i s  thousands o f  y e a r s  o l d .  I t s  beg in -  
n i n g s  a r e  l o s t  i n  p r e h i s t o r y ,  b u t  as an o rgan ized  
system, i t  i s  o l d e r  than  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  S t r i c t l y  speak- 
i n g ,  s i n c e  Asa t ru  i s  t h e  r e l i g i o n  wh ich  s p r i n g s  f rom 
t h e  s p e c i f i c  s p i r i t u a l  b e l i e f s  o f  t h e  N o r t h e r n  Eur-  
opeans, i t  i s  as o l d  as t h i s  branch o f  t h e  human r a c e  
which came i n t o  b e i n g  some 40,000 y e a r s  ago. 

People a r e  a t t r a c t e d  t o  t h e  be t te r -known r e l i -  
g i o n s  because t h e y  have genu ine s p i r i t u a l  needs which 
must be f i l l e d .  A s a t r u  has n o t  been an a l t e r n a t i v e  
f o r  them u n t i l  r e c e n t l y .  Once t h e y  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e r e  
i s  ano the r  way - a  b e t t e r ,  more n a t u r a l  way - t h e y  w i l l  
n o t  be s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  a n y t h i n g  l e s s  than  a  r e t u r n  t o  
t h e  r e l i g i o n  o f  t h e i r  ances to rs .  



Why i s  the religion of our ancient ancestors the best - 
one for us? 

Because we are more l ike our ancestors than we 
are  1 ike anyone else .  We inherited n o t  only the i r  
general physical appearance, b u t  also the i r  predominant 
mental, emotional and spir i tual  t r a i t s .  We think and 
feel more as they did; our basic religious needs are 
most l ike the i rs .  The fa i th  which best expressed their  
innermost nature - Asatru - i s  better suited t o  us than 
i s  some other creed which s ~ a r t e d  on the other side of 
the world among people who are n o t  our ancestors. 

Why did Asatru die out -if i t  was the right religion 
for  Northern Euro~eans? 

Asatru was subjected t o  a violent campaign of 
repression over a period of hundreds of years. The 
people did not give u p  the i r  cherished beliefs easi ly .  

Despite this  persecution, elements of Asatru 
continued down to our own times - often in the guise 
of folklore - proving that  our native religion appeals 
to  our innermost beings in a fundamental way. 

Wasn't the acceptance of Christianity a sign of c iv i l -  
ization - a steP foridrd from barbarism? 

Not a t  a l l .  The so-called "barbarians" who fo l -  
lowed Asatru ( the Vikings, the various Germanic t r ibes ,  
and so for th)  were the source of our f ines t  civil ized 
traditions - t r i a l  by jury, parliaments, Anglo Saxon 
common law, and the rights of women t o  name a few. 
The very word "law" comes from the Norse language, not 
from the tongues of the Christian lands. We simply 
did n o t  and d o  not need Christianity to be civil ized. 

You say Asatru was the re1 $ion of the Vikings, among --- -- 
other early European cultures.  -- Weren't they a pretty 
bloodthirsty lo t ?  -- - 

The Vikings were no more violent than the other 
people of their  times. Remember, descriptions of Vik- 
i n g  raids and invasions were always written by their  
enemies, w h o  certainly were n o t  unbiased. Historians 
now agree that  the stereotype of the cruel,  barbaric 
Norsemen i s  a fa l se  image, although t ruly they were 
brave warriors worthy of our admiration. 

What are the basic tenets or beliefs of Asatru? 

We believe in an underlying, all-pervading divine 
energy or essence which i s  generally hidden from us be- 
cause i t  surpasses our d i rec t  understanding. We further 
believe that  t h i s  spir i tual  rea l i ty  i s  interdependent 
with us - that  we af fec t  i t ,  and i t  affects  us. 

We believe that  th i s  underlying divinity ex- 
presses i t s e l f  t o  us in the forms of the Gods and God- 
desses. Stories about these de i t ies  are l ike a sor t  
of code, the mysterious "language" t h r o u g h  which the 
divine rea l i ty  speaks t o  us. 

We believe in standards of behavior which are  
consistent with these spir i tual  truths and harmonious 
with our deepest being. 

How does Asatru d i f f e r  from other religions? 

Asatru i s  unlike the better-known religions in 
many ways. Some of these are:  

We are  polytheistic - that  i s ,  we believe in a 
number of de i t i e s ,  including Goddesses as well as 
Gods. (We have a tongue-in-cheek saying that  a re1 i -  
gion without a Goddess i s  halfway to atheism!) 



We do n o t  accept the idea of "original s in" ,  
the notion that  we are tainted from birth and intr in-  
s ica l ly  bad, as does Christianity. Thus, we do  n o t  
need "saving" . 

We do n o t  claim t o  be a  universal religion, a  
f a i th  for  a l l  of humankind. I n  f ac t ,  we d o n ' t  think 
such a thing i s  possible. The various branches of 

il 

humanity have different ways of looking a t  the world, 
and thus naturally should have different  religions. 

Do vsu  consider the Norse mvths t o  be true? 

The Norse myths are s tor ies  about the Gods and 
Goddesses of Asatru. We believe they are ways of s t a t -  
ing religious t ruths .  That i s ,  we would say they con- 
tain truths about the nature of divini ty ,  our nature, 
and the relationship between the two. We do n o t  con- 
tend that the myths are l i t e r a l l y  t rue,  as history. 

What about these Gods and Goddesses? Are they real? 

Yes, they are rea l .  However, just  as most 
Christians do n o t  think their  God i s  really an o l d  
bearded figure s i t t i ng  on a  golden chair in heaven, 
we d o  not believe Thor ( for  example) i s  actually a  
muscular, man-shaped ent i ty  carrying a  big hammer. 
There i s  a  real Thor, b u t  we approach an understanding 
of him t h r o u g h  a  particular mental picture. 

Do followers of Asatru pray to  the i r  Gods and Goddesses? 

Yes, b u t  not quite the way most people mean by 
the word. We never surrender our will t o  theirs  or 

1 
humble ourselves before them, because we see ourselves 
as their  k i n ,  not as the i r  property. Nor do  we beg 
and plead. We d o ,  however, commune with them and honor 

them while seeking the i r  blessing, t h r o u g h  formal r i t e s  
and through infor'rrral meditation. Actually, living a  
fu l l  and virtuous l i f e  i s  a  form of prayer i t s e l f .  
Our religion should affect  a l l  parts of our l ives ,  n o t  
just  some fragments that  we choose t o  call "religious".  

D o n ' t  you worship stones and trees and statues? - 

No, We k n o w  that  t rees ,  wooden s tatues ,  the 
Sun, and other natural or man-made objects are n o t  
Gods, so we don't  worship them. We do  sometimes use 
these items as reminders of a  God or Goddess, and we 
believe they can become "charged" with a  certain 
aspect of the divine energy, b u t  we would  never confuse 
them with the actual deity! 

You mentioned certain standards of behavior taught in -- 
Asatru. What are these? 

Some of the qual i t ies  we hold in high regard 
are strength, courage, joy, honor, freedom, 1 oyal ty 
t o  kin, realism, vigor, and the honoring of our anc- 
estors .  To express these things in our l ives i s  
virtuous, and we s t r ive  t o  do  t h i s .  Their opposites 
- weakness , coward i  cc , adherence t o  dogma rather 
than t o  the r ea l i t i e s  of the world, and the l ike  - 
constitute our vices and are t o  be avoided. Proper 
behavior in Asatru consists of maximising one's 
virtues and minimizing one's vices. 

This code of conduct ref lects  the highest and 
most heroic ideals of our people. 

Don't a l l  religions believe these things you've just  
named? 

Not real ly .  People may honestly believe that  
th i s  i s  the case, b u t  examination does n o t  bear th is  
o u t .  They be1 ieve in freedom, yet their  scriptures 



say t h e y  a r e  s l a v e s  t o  t h e i r  God. They a c c e p t  t h a t  
j o y  i s  good, b u t  t h e i r  t e a c h i n g s  l a d e n  them w i t h  g u i l t  
because o f  " o r i g i n a l  s i n " .  They want t o  a c c e p t  t h e  
r e a l  w o r l d  on a  p ragmat i c  b a s i s ,  y e t  a r e  t o l d  t o  sus- 
pend c r i t i c a l  t h o u g h t  and b e l i e v e  dogma when t h e  t e a -  
c h i n g s  o f  t h e i r  chu rch  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  reason o r  w i t h  
known f a c t s  abou t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  w o r l d  ("You must  
have f a i t h .  "1 .  

Sure, many o f  us b e l i e v e  i n  the v a l u e s  o f  Asa- 
t r u  on a  g u t  l e v e l .  A f t e r  a l l ,  t h e y ' r e  i n s t i n c t i v e ,  
passed down t o  us f r o m  o u r  N o r t h e r n  European a n c e s t o r s .  
We want t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  bet ter -k r iown r e l i g i o n s  
espouse those  v a l u e s ,  so we see what we want t o  see. 
Most  peop le  j u s t  h a v e n ' t  r e a l i z e d  y e t  t h a t  t h e  o r d -  
i n a r y  r e l i g i o n s  a r e  s a y i n g  t h i n g s  t h a t  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  
t h e  va lues  we know i n  c u r  h e a r t s  a r e  r i g h t .  To f i n d  
N o r t h e r n  European v i r t u e s ,  you  have t o  l o o k  t o  t h e  
a n c e s t r a l  N o r t h e r n  b e l i e f  - A s a t r u .  

What do you have t o  say abou t  good and e v i l ?  

What we c a l l  good and e v i l  w i l l  v a r y .  What i s  
good i n  one case w i l l  n d t  be good i n  ano the r ,  and e v i l  
i n  one c i r cums tance  w i l l  n o t  be e v i l  under  a  d i f f e r e n t  
s e t  o f  c o n d i t i o n s .  I n  any one i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  r i g h t  - 
cou rse  o f  a c t i o n  w i l l  have been shaped by t h e  i n f l u -  
ences o f  t h e  p a s t  and t h e  p r e s e n t  - t h e  r e s u l t  may o r  
niay n o t  be "good" o r  " e v i l " ,  b u t  i t  w i l l  s t i l l  be t h e  
r i g h t  a c t i o n .  

What does A s a t r u  t e a c h  abou t  an a f t e r l i f e ?  

We b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  an a f t e r l i f e ,  and t h a t  
t h o s e  who have l i v e d  v i r t u o u s  l i v e s  w i l l  go on t o  ex- 
p e r i e n c e  g r e a t e r  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  p l e a s u r e ,  and c h a l l e n g e .  
Those who have l e d  l i v e s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  more by  v i c e  
t h a n  by v i r t u e  w i l l  be separa ted  f r o m  k i n ,  doomed t o  

an e x i s t e n c e  o f  d u l l n e s s  and gloom. The p r e c i s e  n a t -  
u r e  of t h e  a f t e r l i f e  - what i t  w i l l  l o o k  l i k e ,  what i t  
w i l l  f e e l  l i k e  - surpasses o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and i s  - 
d e a l t  w i t h  s y m b o l i c a l l y  i n  t h e  myths .  

A p o r t i o n  of o u r s e l v e s  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  c e r t a i n  
s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s  and powers i s  released w i t h  t h e  
d e a t h  o f  t h e  body, and can be r e b o r n  fro111 genera t i o n  
t o  g e n e r a t i o n  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  l i n e .  Thus, we l i v e  on 
t h r o u g h  o u r  descendants q u i t e  a p a r t  from an a f t e r l i f e  
i n  t h e  usua! sense. 

A n o t e :  we o f  A s a t r u  do n o t  o v e r l y  concern  
o u r s e l v e s  w i t h  o u r  abode i n  t h e  n e x t  l i f e .  We must  
l i v e  he re  and now i n  t h i s  l i f e .  The n e x t  w o r l d  w i l l  
t a k e  c a r e  o f  i t s e l f .  

Does A s a t r u  i n v o l v e  a n c e s t o r  worsh ip?  

A s a t r u  says we s h o u l d  honor o u r  a n c e s t o r s .  I t  
a l s o  says we a r e  bonded t o  t h o s e  a n c e s t o r s  (and t o  o u r  
descendants)  i n  a  s p e c i a l  way. However, we do n o t  
a c t u a l l y  w o r s h i p  them. 

We b e l i e v e  o u r  f o r e b e a r s  have passed t o  us 
c e r t a i n  s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s  j u s t  as s u r e l y  as  t h e y  
have g i v e n  us  v a r i o u s  p h y s i c a l  t r a i t s .  They l i v e  on 
i n  us.  The f a m i l y  o r  c l a n  i s  above and beyond t h e  l i m -  
i t a t i o n s  c f  t i m e  and p l a c e .  Thus we have a  reve rence  
f o r  o u r  a n c e s t r y  even though we do n o t  i n v o l v e  o u r s e l v e s  
i n  a n c e s t o r  w o r s h i p  as such. 

Does A s a t r u  have a  h o l y  book, l i k e  t h e  B i b l e ?  

No. There a r e  w r i t t e n  sources wh ich  a r e  use- 
f u l  t o  us because t h e y  c o n t a i n  much o f  o u r  sac red  l o r e  
i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  myths and examples o f  conduct ,  b u t  we 
do n o t  a c c e p t  them as i n f a l l i b l e  o r  i n s p i r e d  docu- 



ments.  The r e a l  source o f  h o l y  wisdom i s  i n s i d e  us, 
passed down t o  us from o u r  a n c e s t o r s  as i n s t i n c t ,  
emot ion ,  and i n n a t e  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s .  By combin ing 
t h i s  i n s i g h t  w i t h  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  us, we 
a r r i v e  a t  r e l i g i o u s  t r u t h .  T h i s  l i v i n g  s p i r i t u a l  
gu idance i s  b e t t e r  t h a n  any dus ty ,  dogmat ic  " h o l y  
book". 

I ' v e  heard  A s a t r u  d e s c r i b e d  as a  "Na tu re  r e l i g i o n " .  
What dces t h a t  mean? - 

We t r e a s u r e  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  awe, t h e  f e e l i n g  o f  
" c o n n e c t i n g "  w i t h  t h e  Gods and Goddesses, wh ich  can 
come f rom e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h e  beau ty  and m a j e s t y  o f  Na- 
t u r e .  Our d e i t i e s  work i n  and t h r o u g h  n a t u r a l  law, 
and by  work ing  i n  hdrmony w i t h  Na tu re  we can become 
co-workers  w i t h  t h e  Gods. T h i s  a t t i t u d e  removes t h e  
o p p o s i t i o n  between " n a t u r a l "  and " s u p e r n a t u r a l " ,  and 
t h e  supposed c o n f l i c t  between r e l i g i o n  and sc ience .  
P h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  and p r a c t i c a l l y ,  "Na tu re  r e l i g i o n s "  
have r e a l  advantages!  

What, a c c o r d i n g  t o  Asa t ru ,  i s  t h e  o r i g i n  o f  t h e  u n i -  
v e r s e ?  

Our myths d e s c r i b e  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  u n i -  
v e r s e  as t h e  u n f o l d i n g  o f  a n a t u r a l  p rocess,  r a t h e r  
t h a n  one r e q u i r i n g  s u p e r n a t u r a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  Modern 
f o l l o w e r s  o f  A s a t r u  need n o t  abandon p resen t -day  
s c i e n c e  t o  r e t a i n  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n .  The o l d  l o r e  of  
o u r  peop le  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  f i r e  and i c e  
and t h e  development o f  l i f e  f r o m  t h e s e  - b u t  t h e s e  a r e  
symbo l i c ,  and we w i l l  l e a v e  i t  t o  t h e  p h y s i c i s t s  t o  
d i s c o v e r  how t h e  u n i v e r s e  was born .  

What a r e  t h e  runes,  and what do t h e y  have t o  do w i t h  
A s a t r u ?  

Runes a r e  a n c i e n t  Germanic symbols r e p r e s e n t i n g  
v a r i o u s  concepts  o r  f o r c e s  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s e .  Taken 
t o g e t h e r ,  t h e y  can be used as a  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  system 
e x p r e s s i n g  t h e  w o r l d v i e w  o f  o u r  a n c e s t o r s  and as t o o l s  
f o r  r e v e a l i n g  r e l i g i o u s  t r u t h s .  T h e i f  meanings a r e  
i n t i m a t e l y  connectzd w i t h  t h e  t e a c h i n g s  o f  A s a t r u ,  and 
i n  o u r  my tho logy  we have t h e  s t o r y  o f  how Odin,  f a t h e r  
o f  t h e  Gods, won them t h r o u g h  p a i n f u l  o r d e a l  so t h a t  
Gods and humans a l i k e  m i g h t  b e n e f i t  f r o m  t h e i r  w i s -  
dom. 

How i s  A s a t r u  orgamized? 

A s a r r u  i s  n o n - a u t h o r i t a r i a n ,  and o u r s  i s  a  de- 
c e n t r a l i z e d  r e l i g i o n  wh ich  expresses o u r  l o v e  o f  f r e e -  
dom. W h i l e  we do have d e f i n i t e  t e n e t s ,  we have l e s s  
dogma t h a n  many systems o f  b e l i e f ,  There i s  no a17- 
p o w e r f u l  s p i r i t u a l  l e a d e r  whose word i s  law; no "pope" 
o f  A s a t r u  t o  d i c t a t e  t r u t h .  Indeed,  we b e l i e v e  each 
person can l e a r n  t o  l i s t e n  t o  t h e  v o i c e  o f  d i v i n e  id is -  
dom w i t h i n  them. No g u r u  o r  p r i e s t  has t h e  one-and- 
o n l y  d i r e c t  l i n e  t o  t h e  Gods. The Gods l i v e  i n  you !  

How can I l e a r n  more abou t  A s a t r u ?  

T h i s  p r i m e r  i s  p u b l i s h e d  by  t h e  A s a t r u  Free 
Assembly, P.O. Box 1754, B reckenr idge ,  Texas 76024. 
We p u b l i s h  a  g r e a t  dea l  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  r e l a t i n g  t o  
A s a t r u  as p r a c t i c e d  i n  o u r  o r g a n i z a t - i o n ,  and we would 
be g l a d  t o  he1 p  you l e a r n  more. 


