
Blood Sacrifice and Contemporary Polytheism 

Recently I participated in an online discussion on the subject of blood sacrifices. Although the majority 
of participants in the discussion were self-identified polytheists, the views which they expressed were 
generally of a non-traditionalist nature and particularly foreign to the concepts of classical Hellenic 
polytheism. 
 
Having a little time on my hands today I decided to upload a text which I had recently earmarked as  
my contribution towards the community's upcoming second book. This future publication will examine 
the communal (ie collective) forms of our religion and is intended to be a companion and 
complementary to our first book (Hellenic Polytheism: Household Worship) which focuses exclusively 
on household worship. Keeping in mind on the one hand that the text is not complete and that on the 
other it may possibly not even be included at all in the intended book, I present it here as a draft 
document and look forward to any discussions which may ensue from the views expressed herein. 
 
 

 
 
 
Sacrifice and especially the Blood Sacrifice is the central single act of worship within the Hellenic 
Religion, around which all other acts of worship revolve. Everything from petitions to the Gods, to 
prayers, thanksgiving and general worship is organized and focused on this single act of Sacrifice. 
Ceremonies of a communal character which did not involve animal sacrifice were a small minority and 
had to do with peculiarities of specific cults  rendering these to be the exception rather than the rule.  
The practices and views of some of the mystery cults or philosophies, as per example the Pythagoreans, 
some Orphics, etc expressed partial or total abstinence from blood sacrifices and the consumption of 
the sacrifice. However, contrary to current views held in polytheistic circles in recent years, these cults 
and their practices were at best very limited and not widespread. 
 
It is important to note that, in ancient times, the consumption of meat as sustenance was, if not 
exclusively, but certainly to a large extent linked to the act of sacrifice. One of the reasons for this was 
due to the prohibitive expense of meat which rendered the eating of animal flesh limited to days of 
rituals or other celebrations where sacrifices would take place. It was rare and a treat reserved for 
special occasions to have a meal of meat in ancient Hellas. Today, despite the general overconsumption 
of meat, the average person pretends to consider the 'act' of blood sacrifice as barbaric, arguing 
passionately against it, hoping to absolve themselves of the responsibility for the impersonal and 
disrespectful treatment of the slaughtered animals. 



 
Similarly unrealistic are some typically emotional views concerning the alleged abuse, or even worse 
the supposed degradation, of sacrificial animals, by polytheists. In this respect it suffices to note the 
various sacrificial taboos existing within the religion concerning wild animals, working animals and 
pets and household animals. Also to note the esoteric religious dimension of blood sacrifice, aspects of 
which will be examined here. 
 
There exist two* dominant rationales on sacrifice and from these arise their respective interpretations.    
 
The first usually is observed in Dionysian and other related mystery cults. To these cults the carcass of 
the sacrificial animal embodies the very divine essence and thus believers who consume it after the 
sacrifice share in the divine essence becoming 'full of the god' or divinely inspired. 
 
The second rationale is more widespread, especially in the context of communal worship. The ensoul'd 
sacrificial animal is the instrument whereby mortals may pierce the veil of the ontic dimensions which 
separates humans from the gods. Through participating in the sacrifice it becomes possible for humans  
to commune with the gods in a common symposium and therefore to reproduce the primal mythical 
theme of 'dining at the table of the Gods'. So in this way not only the bonds within human society and 
its unity is realised and strengthened, but also the unity of people with their gods is achieved. 
 
Let us not forget that sacrifice reflects a deeper understanding of natural laws, recognising their sanctity 
which is the sacred gnosis that leads to a balanced life free from hubris. 
We consider the value and importance placed on the sacrifice by polytheists, not only to be far from 
degrading for the sacrificial animal but rather uplifting compared to the conventional perceptions and 
often immature and superficial emotional reaction which contemporary society has towards other living 
beings. Indeed this path leading from blood sacrifice, which sanctifies the animal, to today's attitudes 
which convert them into soulless objects/tools and even 'demonic' creatures (based on the Christian 
concept of evil) if closely studied typifies the violent overthrow of polytheistic religious practices  by  
monotheism. 
 
* There is a third  rationale of ritual animal sacrifice which is associated with cleansing ceremonies. 
According to this rationale there was a widespread belief amongst the ancients that blood can act as an 
active clearing agent for serious miasma. This, however, will not be considered here as it is unrelated 
to the typical sacrificial act under discussion. 
 
 

 
 



Despite the traditional and religious importance of blood sacrifice, the overwhelming majority of 
today's Hellenic polytheists, and specially in community public ceremonies, choose to avoid its 
practice. This is not because we are agreeable to the spirit of the times, nor is it because we easily 
forget or choose to ignore our basic religious practice. It is rather because we believe that   
contemporary society is neither ready nor are the conditions favourable for the practice of blood 
sacrifice to be re-established as it should with the substance and the religious context which it must 
have. The conditions which must be cultivated to prepare for such a revival would include: 
- The drastic reduction in meat consumption for non-religious reasons, 
- The identification and direct link of that consumption with the sacrificial act, 
- The identification and link of the act with its main religious intent and context, 
- The raising and the selection of appropriate animals by polytheists,  which will re-establish the value 
and respect for life by observing proper animal farming methods . 
 
Because of the above limitations, blood sacrifice in today's ceremonies has been substituted with  
edible offerings. These are prepared by the participants, placed on the altars and after the ceremony are 
usually shared amongst all participants as it would be in the case of a blood sacrifice. 
In the case where the sacrifice would not be consumed (eg cleansing rituals, underworld ceremonies, 
etc.), and where no sharing of food or public dinner would take place (as in some funeral rites) we act 
accordingly today as well. In many cases it is appropriate to offer replicas of animals, either in the form 
of sweets (cakes) or as offerings of inedible creations. This is a practice which existed as a symbolic 
sacrifice in ancient times and was common amongst individuals who were not financially in a position 
to offer the specified blood sacrifice. 
 

 
 
 
In closing, it is well to take note and keep in mind, that it is not desirable to make reductions to the 
essence of the religion, forcing these alternatives and getting used to and accepting practices which 
should only be used as temporary substitutes. We must seek to restore the appropriate conditions for the 
proper expression of our religious beliefs. The same of course applies to anything which forces us to 
deviate from traditional harmony in the modern world and thus prevents contact with nature and the 
gods. 
 


