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     Robert Crawford's "What is Religion?" is a thought-provoking exploration of the world’s major religions, offering a comprehensive and critical examination of their beliefs, practices, and roles in modern society. The book, first published in 2002 by Rutledge, affirms Crawford’s extensive experience and interaction with students from the Open University, reflecting his dedication to teaching and the academic curiosity of his students. The author’s preface acknowledges the diversity of his audience and the influence of their questions on his work, setting the tone for a text that is both educational and engaging.
Crawford’s approach to the study of religion is meticulous and respectful. He does not seek to judge the value of one religion over another but rather to analyze and describe their core tenet. This objective stance is crucial in a book that addresses such a keen and complex subject. The author’s obligation to maintain neutrality is evident in his careful use of language; particularly in the way he addresses the concept of God, alternating between gender-specific pronouns to avoid bias.
The book’s introduction promises an inclusive dialog and is open to changes and developments within the religious community. Crawford’s acknowledgment of the dynamic nature of religion is particularly relevant in a world where faiths are constantly interacting and evolving. This perspective encourages readers to consider not only the historical origins of religious beliefs but also their contemporary manifestations and adaptations.
Crawford’s previous works, such as "The God/Man/World Triangle: A dialog between science and religion," suggest a penchant for engaging with complex and often contentious dialogs between different fields of thought. "What is Religion?" continues this trend by fostering a critical engagement with religious studies, urging readers to develop their close reading skills and engage in discussions that might challenge their preconceptions.
The book is a valuable resource for anyone interested in the study of religion, whether they are students, educators, or simply curious individuals. Crawford’s extensive research and breadth of knowledge are evident in the detailed footnotes and references that accompany each chapter, providing readers with a wealth of information to further their understanding.
In conclusion, "What is Religion?" is a significant contribution to the field of religious studies. Crawford’s ability to present complex ideas in an accessible manner makes the book an excellent starting point for those new to the subject, while his critical approach ensures that even those with a background in religious studies will find new insights. The book stands out for its balanced examination of religion, its recognition of the diversity and fluidity of religious expression, and its encouragement of open dialog and critical thinking. It is a commendable work that respects the intelligence and diversity of its readers, much like the Open University students who inspired its creation.

