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[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay I am going to be reviewing the Hugh B. Urban book New Age, Neopagan, and New Religious Movements- alternative spiritualities in contemporary America, 2015, 318 pages, paperback £30. “Hugh B. Urban is a professor in the Department of Comparative Studies at Ohio State University.” [footnoteRef:1] Also, Urban has published numerous articles and books in the same field as “he is primarily interested in issues of religious secrecy, particularly in relation to questions of knowledge and power.”[footnoteRef:2] The other books he has published are all in the same field of alternative spiritualities and I noticed when researching Hugh urban that he had a particular interest in Scientology. I feel that because of his rather expansive knowledge about alternative spiritualities today that his book will be very factual and reliable.  [1:  The religious studies project. (2018). Hugh Urban. [online] Available at: https://religiousstudiesproject.com/persons/hugh-urban/ [Accessed 01 June. 2018].]  [2:  The religious studies project. (2018). Hugh Urban. [online] Available at: https://religiousstudiesproject.com/persons/hugh-urban/ [Accessed 01 June. 2018].
] 


The book comprehensively covers the remarkable diversity of alternative spiritualities in modern America.  The book focuses on three broad groups of alternative spirituality, these being new religious movements, new age spirituality and neopaganism. The book consists of thirteen relatively short, but succinct chapters and each chapter covers one specific movement. Subsequently the structure of the book was organised according to time and religious history whereby it starts its discussions with movements emerging from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. This I feel made reading the book much more uncomplicated and set a good structure throughout making it an easy and assessable read.  Just from reading the introduction it helped me further understand the focus of the book as well as the book’s coherent structure.  Also, from reading the introduction I was taken back by the extent that these new religions had taken over world religions as well as the diversity of religious choice there currently is in the world. The book’s purpose appears to be to provoke thoughtful discussions and debates among readers about different belief systems that are not those of the world religions. I feel that the book’s purpose was most definitively achieved because at the end of each chapter the book provided classroom exercises and discussion questions that expanded my ideas and perceptions of different religions. Also, the introduction provides an approach of how the reader should study new age and religious movements as they are minority movements that are often at times difficult to analyse and interpret in a sensitive nuanced way without dismissing or sensationalising them. Therefore, Hugh Urban’s guidance on approaching such study of religion in this unfamiliar field most definitely helped towards achieving the book’s goal of provoking debate, as it allowed us as readers to understand how to approach the study of diverse and uncommon religions. It discusses that there is no one approach to studying this field but gives insight into various ways the reader can understand and approach the study of these religious movements both respectfully and critically. 

The book would be considered academic text however the language and vocabulary used throughout the text is still a very eloquent yet uncomplicated style. Urban succeeds outstandingly at outlining the key issues and areas of debate amongst the religions.  As previously highlighted the book is an academic book aimed at religious studies students. However, I also feel that it could be used by teachers in the field of religion, as the classroom exercises and key areas of debate at the end of each chapter would be very helpful to someone teaching. Another aspect of his book that I thought worked well and provided substance was that his theoretical framework and discussions in the book alongside case studies imparted substance and a real feel to these religions that people mostly know very little about. The layout of the book helps the reader to thoroughly analyse a variety of different movements quickly to get a feel for the study of such alternative religious groups that are almost unacknowledged in society.  Also, the further readings and suggested films about the dedicated religion at the end of each chapter makes it the perfect book for a student as there is vast amount of relevant and concise information about the religion as well as the key debates and controversies surrounding the religion. These sections at the end particularly help students maximise their research. Hugh Urbans viewpoints are impartial whereby he takes on board both the positive and negative aspects of new religious movements. However, it could be argued that he only discusses the religious movements that have the most negative media coverage.

I personally feel the book’s strengths outweigh its weaknesses as it is an excellent and engaging read. To elaborate, another key strength of the book is the use of images that not only helps break up the text but provides a visual aid to understanding the religion and helps the reader to visually remember key information. Each chapter also interviews members or past members of each of the religious groups discussed in the book which gives a deeper understanding of what it means to be part of such a group that is underrepresented in the world.  The book would be a perfect beginners book because the introduction was very helpful since Hugh Urban provided clear definitions for the three terms new religious movements, new age spirituality and neopaganism. Subsequently the book was therefore accessible for anybody and is essentially a beginner’s guide as it gives a perfect impartial overview from many different perspectives that is not over complicated. Also, the index of the book allowed readers to access key topics quickly without any issues. Another essential point that gave the book substance was the books blurb because the positive endorsements on the books back cover would entice others to buy and read Hugh Urbans book. Also, the endorsements were written by other academics in the field which allows the book to feel more reliable as well as a trustworthy source as it has been credited by people of experience and knowledge in the subject area. 

On the whole the book did not have many weaknesses as the book’s content and information was relevant and concise. However, I still feel that because the book was purely aimed at modern American alternative spiritualities and therefore did not delve into the fact that new religious movements are global phenomenon and not just a purely American movement. As a result, I feel that this does not give a full understanding and representation of what it means to be a new religious movement. Also, because the book is primarily aimed at student the fact that it only covers American alternative spiritualities meaning that students may not be aware of the global contexts behind such movements. 

Overall, I feel the book delivers the perfect amount of depth and coverage of new religious movements. Also, the rather comprehensive context alongside his very articulate writing style made the book highly engaging as a reader. Another important aspect I thought worked in the books favour is the fact that Hugh urban was not afraid to provide an overview of both the positive and negative aspects of alternative spiritualities meant there was a thorough insight. 
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