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Sophia Crewe
Assessment two: Book review
New Age, Neopagan and New Religious Movements: Alternative Spirituality in Contemporary America 
This is a publication written by religious studies professor, Hugh B. Urban. Urban's other works include The Church of Scientology: A History of New Religion and The Secrets of the Kingdom: Religion and Concealment in the Bush Administration. New Age, Neo Pagan and New Religious Movements however is a text published in 2015 by the University of California Press. Due to its publishing date it allows the publication to examine the history of each new religious movement that it focusses on, while offering a contemporary and recent perspective on each subject. The book's fourteen chapters focus upon subjects such as Mormonism and Plural Marriage: The LDS and the FLDS, The Raeliens: UFOs and Human Cloning etc. These chapters address issues such as the stigma attached to new religious movements and new spiritualities, the presentation of them in pop culture, how they can spark wider ethical debates and the historical narrative of these faiths. As a result of this Urban's book addresses a multitude of religious practices across society, therefore offering a perspective on many issues in regards to new spiritualities and new religious thought. Urban often dispels myths and stigma surrounding these new spiritualities and new religious movements through the books inclusion of facts and in-depth research into each claim. 
 Urban's book is insightful and informative as it presents Urban's meticulous and original research. This eliminates the danger of uninformed opinions being presented to the reader. For instance, in the book's third chapter, Mormonism and Plural Marriage: The Lds and the Flds Urban presents not only the history of Mormonism as a new religious movement, but also discusses how Mormonism presents itself as 'rooted in the Old and New Testaments and … to be the true restoration of primitive Christianity, which had been lost and misinterpreted[footnoteRef:11830]'. Urban also discusses Mormonism's reception in wider society, and how Mormonism is often stigmatised and associated with plural marriage (which may appear to be shocking and abnormal in Western society) despite the fact that 'the mainstream LDS Church has rejected plural marriage for over 120 years[footnoteRef:8581]'. Urban also addresses the fact that Mormonism has been met with ridicule from wider society through satirical representations from the 19th century through to contemporary media, such as being the subject of ridicule in an episode of the popular animated television show South Park. However, Urban also presents supporters of Mormon values such as former president of the United States, Ronald Reagan. By doing this, Urban builds a wider understanding of Mormon history and how Mormonism is presented and allows the reader to develop their own opinion on the Mormon faith. Urban laces the book's chapters with facts and historical knowledge which makes the book's information not only informative to both academics and ordinary readers alike, but also provides an insightful and academic record of the Mormon faith, without being inaccessible to all readers. Urban does this in each chapter, and this chapter is just one example of Urban's ability to inform readers based on bare facts and research, without bombarding the reader with subjective opinion.  [11830:  New Age, Neopagan and New Religious Movements: Alternative Spirituality in Contemporary America, Hugh B. Urban (California; University of California Press, 2015) Page 45.]  [8581:  Ibid. P. 45.] 

Urban assesses each subject of research in a balanced manner, by acknowledging and discussing the facts of each individual faith in his book. An example of this is Urban's acknowledgment of how the Raeliens, despite being relatively small in terms of religious movements, sparked a wider ethical debate that was discussed internationally.  Urban, again offers a narrative of the faith's history while also informing the reader of the faith's beliefs and how it includes biblical characters in its own narrative. Urban talks about the fact that the Raeliens are mostly remembered for their 'stunning claim in 2002 that they had successfully cloned a human baby[footnoteRef:200]' but rather than demonizing Raeliens, Urban uses this as an opportunity to credit this action as the catalyst of a wider ethical debate of human cloning that drew in influential figures such as former president of the United States George W. Bush. While not painting the Raeliens' 2002 'clone baby' claim as true and realistic, Urban proves that he is an objective and balanced in this text, as he does not use this as an opportunity to pass unprofessional and anything but academic and unbiased judgement.   [200:  Ibid. P. 238.] 

Within the fourteenth chapter The Raeliens: Human Cloning and UFOs Urban includes an interview with Raelien guide Larry Abdullah. Abdullah talks of how he was drawn to the religion as it related to his own interest in science and his own values, whereas his own study of Christianity and Islam did not relate to his own personal beliefs in the same way that the Raelien faith did. Abdullah also talks of how the Raelien faith teaches of peace and love with the inclusion of widely acknowledged 'religious prophets, such as Buddha, Jesus, Moses and Muhammed'. By doing this, Urban has allowed readers to access information regarding the Raelien faith from a Raelien perspective and gives readers an opportunity to develop their own opinions and to make a more educated judgement on the Raelien faith. This also means that the book is more informative and insightful and includes wider representation for followers of the Raelien faith rather than demonizing them. Urban rejects existing stigma attached to these faiths by acknowledging their actions, but also highlighting the Raelien's contribution to wider ethical debates. Urban also conveys why followers of this religion relate to its values of peace, love, and science. At the end of this chapter, Urban uses his book as an opportunity to spark thought, discussion and debate through offering a number of questions that could be used in discussion. Part of one of these questions asks whether it is 'really that much more difficult to believe[footnoteRef:3260]' aliens coming to earth than angels coming to heaven. By doing this, Urban is enabling readers to question existing and mainstream views in which many people would discredit similar religions as 'silly', and allowing for readers to form their own opinion on the subject after being presented a multitude of facts and events.  [3260:  Ibid. P. 295] 

Overall, it is evident that Urban's book heavily relies on facts and the histories of each subject to present the book's overall topic. The purpose of this book is the educate the reader of new religious movements, and it does exactly that. Urban does this by presenting his intense research in a balanced and accessible way by narrating the history of each new religious movement included in this book and offering relevant and alternative perspectives on each topic. Urban cleverly presents ample information to the reader, giving the reader the ability to form an opinion on the topic in hand and then in relevant cases, evoking discussion by offering questions formulated to evaluate existing and mainstream schools of thought. Ultimately, this book is useful in both an academic sense and to readers that choose to read for interest and leisure. This is perhaps due to the fact that Urban writes in an objective, balanced and fact-supported manner that is not only informative and insightful, but also accessible to those introducing themselves to the subject of new spiritualities and new religious movements.  The fact that the book was written and published so recently also allows for a contemporary perspective on new religious movements and new spirituality.
Urban encourages academics and even readers unfamiliar with the concept of new religious movements and new spirituality to question existing opinions through education and the resources to discuss this information. Urban does this through including an interview with a Raelien guide, offering discussion questions, dispelling myths and stigma surrounding the Mormon church and even addressing wider ethical issues highlighted by the actions of the Raelien movement. Urban also acknowledges the weaknesses and inconsistencies that may exist in any faith, as with the Raeliens' claim that they had successfully created the first human clone. By being so inclusive and balanced, Urban draws more people into discourse surrounding new religious movements and new spirituality, which is beneficial to any academic discipline. In conclusion, this book is invaluable to anyone with a desire to study new religious movements and new spirituality. 
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