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	The word *heathen* tends to trigger an instinctive negative reaction. Even today, many assume it signals brutishness, spiritual torment, social crudeness, and a perpetual fury toward the world — but none of that holds true. Christianity's long campaign to vilify Heathenry hasn't helped matters; declaring yourself a Heathen in certain circles still draws disapproval and suspicion. Yet being Heathen is something worthy of pride, and increasingly, the broader world is beginning to recognize and embrace that reality.
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	Tracing the Origins

	Norse Paganism — also referred to as the Old Norse Religion — forms a branch of Germanic Paganism. The Old Norse tradition held dominance throughout the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, and the Viking Age, the last of which spanned from 793 CE through 1066 CE. The Viking Age was a remarkable era defined by the seafaring Scandinavians we know as Vikings, who engaged in extensive trade and conquest, raiding and colonizing across North America and throughout Europe on a sweeping scale. That era drew to a close with the Battle of Stamford Bridge, fought in the East Riding of Yorkshire in the village sharing the battle's name. The confrontation pitted King Harald Hardrada of Norway against King Harold Godwinson of England — a king who was simultaneously contending with opposition from his own brother. Harold Godwinson overcame both threats, only to fall himself at Hastings when the Normans defeated him.

	What followed was the systematic Christianization of all Scandinavian lands. From the 8th century through the 12th, the Norse traditions steadily eroded and faded. Once-cherished practices vanished, and others were reshaped to align with emerging beliefs, blending the ancient ways with Christian frameworks in a process of syncretism. Some people use the terms Asatru and Old Norse Religion interchangeably, though it's worth noting that Asatru only emerged in the 1970s as a comparatively recent development, forming the cornerstone of the religious organization known as Asatruarfelagid.

	What Emerged after the 1800s

	Odinism grew out of Neo-Volkisch Heathenry — itself a movement born from the appropriation of Old Norse traditions by white nationalists, a phenomenon rooted in the soil of Nazism. The struggle between authentic Norse Paganism and those determined to claim it for white nationalist purposes is ongoing. To understand how things arrived at this point, one must trace the birth of Odinism from its beginnings.

	It starts with German Romanticism, a cultural movement occupying the latter decades of the 1700s and the early decades of the 1800s, during which Germany turned away from classical traditions and reinvented itself culturally. This gave way to the Volkisch Movement, which promoted the concept of a unified Volk identity and persisted from the late 1800s through 1930. The movement championed white supremacy, defined nationality through ethnicity, opposed Semitism in all its forms, idealized the folk traditions of the past, and resisted modernization in every direction. From this corrosive mixture, Nazi Germany eventually emerged.

	Out of that same environment arose Aryan mysticism — known as Ariosophy — championed by Guido Von List. His brand of Wotanism held significant sway until 1930, and the Nazi party absorbed many of its ideas. Four years later, Alexander Rud Mills expanded upon List's foundational Wotanist philosophy and continued producing influential work until his death, further stoking the flames of Odinism. By 1969, Else Christensen had brought Odinism to the United States, refining Mills's ideas and spreading the tradition into the American prison system.

	Heathenry Today

	There are areas where Western Neo-Paganism and Odinism intersect, and those shared spaces form the roots of American Asatru. Importantly, not every American expression of Asatru belongs to the Neo-Volkisch tradition. A thoughtful examination of American cultural media reveals Heathenry's unmistakable fingerprints throughout. Heathenry as a practice has no central governing body, and with time, an ever-growing body of knowledge about it has surfaced. Does its continuous evolution put it out of reach for newcomers? Absolutely not. If anything, a religion that keeps evolving and refining itself is a living religion — and that vitality is the very heart of genuine spirituality.

	Cultural Influences on Norse Paganism

	Several peoples shaped Norse Paganism over time through shared traditions and geographic proximity during and before the Viking Age. They include:

	1. The Anglo-Saxons: Ancient Germanic peoples who departed from continental Europe beginning in the early 5th century to establish themselves in England.

	2. The Sami: A people whose origins trace to Northwest Kazakhstan, the Volga region, Russia, and the Ural territories. Today they inhabit Finland, Norway, the Kola Peninsula, and Sweden, and they speak a range of Sami languages.

	3. The Greenland Inuit: Tribal peoples whose homeland is Greenland, speaking Inuktitut, Polar Inuit, Kalaallisut, East Icelandic, and other regional languages.

	4. The Finnic: Also called the Baltic Finnic or Baltic Sea-Finns, these peoples originate from the Baltic Sea regions of Northern and Eastern Europe, with populations also found in Estonia, Finland, Sweden, Russia, and Norway.

	Eddaic and Skaldic Lore

	Poetry occupies a central place in Norse Paganism and takes two primary forms: Eddaic and Skaldic. Eddaic poetry encompasses the Elder Edda — also called the Codex Regius — a collection of 31 anonymously authored poems regarded as among the most significant and illuminating texts on Norse mythology. Alongside it stands the Eddaic prose work known as Snorri's Edda or the Younger Edda. Both the Elder and Younger Edda are foundational to Scandinavian mythology, which itself lies at the core of Norse Paganism.
 

	Skaldic poetry, by contrast, was composed by Skalds who performed their verses in honor of Norse nobility. A notable portion of Skaldic work veers into the defamatory, and any Skald found to have authored verses that embarrassed or shamed their subject faced consequences accordingly. Among the most recognized Skaldic poets are Eyvindr Skaldaspillir, Porbjorn Hornklofi, and Bragi Boddason.

	Forms of Norse Paganism

	Multiple expressions of Norse Paganism exist and are actively practiced today. Many practitioners weave Heathen elements from different traditions into a form of spirituality that feels personally meaningful. Most Norse Pagans describe their path as Heathenry, and you may accurately refer to practitioners as either Heathens or Norse Pagans. Some draw distinctions between the two labels, so checking in with individuals about how they self-identify is always worthwhile.

	The three most widely recognized traditions within Norse Paganism are Asatru, Vanatru, and Rokkatru. Asatru is the oldest of the three, centering on the veneration of the Aesir — the gods most closely associated with humanity, including Thor, Odin, and Loki. Both Vanatru and Rokkatru developed as more recent offshoots of Asatru. Vanatru focuses on the Vanir, the deities who serve as intermediaries between humanity and the natural world, while Rokkatru directs its reverence toward the Jotnar — the giants bound to nature's raw power. Rokkatru is also referred to as Thursatru.

	A Note on Theodism

	Some practitioners reject the idea that Norse Paganism and Heathenry are interchangeable terms. For them, the distinction rests on the fact that Heathens actively seek to reconstruct authentic spirituality within contemporary life by carefully examining folklore and surviving records of pre-Christian Germanic cultures. These practitioners understand themselves as Germanic rather than simply Norse Pagan, and they place greater emphasis on rigorous study and historical reconstruction than on adapting the tradition to modern conventions.

	Theodism is one such form of Heathenry, devoted specifically to reconstructing pre-Christian spiritual practice as faithfully as possible. Founded by Garman Lord, it holds that spiritual leadership belongs to those called theods, who alone are believed to possess the capacity to facilitate others' connection with the divine. Anyone wishing to walk the Theodist path must enter the community as a novice — known as a thrall — and community participation is not optional. Theodism cannot be practiced in isolation; the community is its foundation.

	A Note on the Neo-Volkisch

	This segment of people insists that their version of Heathenry is the only authentic one. They lay claim to the culture, mythology, language, and traditions of Norse Paganism in their entirety. In truth, they are not genuine pagans — they are fascists. Their worldview centers on racial supremacy, and anyone who doesn't conform to their physical ideal is unwelcome. Their movement and its beliefs travel under various names:

	Wotanism

	Odalism

	Odinism

	Folkish Heathenry

	Folkish Asatru

	Neo-Volkisch Heathens assert that the Norse deities transmitted their cultural archetypes genetically, making those traits exclusively Nordic. No element of actual Norse lore supports this claim. The idea, in fact, originates from a 1936 Jungian essay titled "Wotan," authored by Carl Jung, in which Jung argued that Hitler's rise was possible because he embodied a god made manifest in human form, conscious of his divine bloodline. The neo-Volkisch build upon this framework to argue that genuine veneration of the old gods is impossible without a blood connection to them — a position that, in practice, reduces the divine to a matter of racial gatekeeping and quietly implies that the gods themselves are not truly divine. In principle, they speak of blood lineage; in practice, they mean whiteness.

	The neo-Volkisch are connected to broader Heathenry only insofar as they have appropriated its language, culture, and traditions. Their priority is recruiting white members into their ranks, not engaging with or honoring the depth and richness of Norse Paganism's actual history. The gods, in their hands, become nothing more than a set of physical characteristics deployed as tools of discrimination. They will insist they hold no hatred for other races and act purely out of love for their own — yet the statements and conduct of both their leaders and their followers tell a different story in unmistakable terms. They may present themselves as the defining face of Norse Paganism, but the reality is that they are a vocal minority who have used intimidation to amplify their voice far beyond their actual numbers.

	Stephen McNallen stands as a prominent example: a well-known neo-Volkisch figure who openly advocates for race war in one breath and mourns the fading of Northern peoples — and with them, the old gods — in the next. He consistently sidesteps the question of who exactly the "people of the North" are. Over time, he has made abundantly clear that issues of white power take precedence over any genuine spiritual concern — Norse Paganism's actual traditions are secondary at best.

	The Authentic Way Forward

	As you move through this book, you will come to understand what Norse spirituality genuinely is and how to practice it both independently and within a community of fellow seekers. To be clear from the outset: this book is not the final destination of your journey — it is the starting point. It exists to set you in motion. You will find your own path within the Old Norse religion, and that discovery will reward you in ways that endure. Authentic spirituality is alive and ever-growing, and it opens itself to everyone. It does not confine you or dictate a single prescribed route. Norse Paganism invites you into a personal, living relationship with the ancient gods, with life itself, and with the person you are — an invitation that leads to something genuinely transformative. By the time you reach the end of this journey, your appreciation for life will run deeper than ever before, and you will find yourself fundamentally renewed.
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