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Introduction

The aim of this book is to provide brief introductions to some of the world’s spiritual classics. The first question we had to face was how widely we should cast our net in choosing the selection of books to be covered.

There is no simple answer to the question of what makes a book a spiritual classic. We have made a deliberate choice not to include any religious scripture; in other words, there are no selections from the Bible, or from the sacred books of any other religion. Instead these are books that are in one way or another concerned with spirituality, theology or matters of faith.

By necessity the choice is an eclectic one. Every editor would make a different selection when presented with this task, and no one can claim that their choice is definitive. A brief list of those whose books haven’t been included makes it clear how difficult the choice was. We haven’t included Martin Luther or Ignatius of Loyola, nor George MacDonald or Thomas à Kempis. There was no room for John Wesley, Sheldon Vanauken, Phoebe Palmer or Sundar Singh. Every one of these writers (and a hundred more besides) have written books that can rightly be regarded as classics. Meanwhile some books that are widely regarded as spiritual classics may, on closer examination, prove to be less profound than they might have seemed.

Rather than attempt the impossible we have chosen to celebrate the wide range of spiritual writing that can be read for enjoyment or inspiration, including books from outside of the mainstream religious tradition, such as novels, and more than one title that can be regarded as a book for children. We have tried to focus on important works while recognising that people find spiritual enlightenment and succour in a wide variety of books.

This leads us on to the second question confronted in making the selections for this book. We are writing from within the Christian tradition, but there is an argument for taking a wider approach, and trying to present a neutral view of ‘spirituality around the world’ Even within Christianity, we had to decide how we would deal with the many different strands and beliefs that exist.

It is far beyond the scope of this book to present a history of the Christian Church. Nonetheless we have to acknowledge that there have been many different beliefs grouped under the umbrella of Christianity. We have included books from many different parts of the Christian Church over the centuries, including medieval mysticism, Quakers, modern evangelists, Protestant and Catholic alike. We have intentionally avoided giving any particular kind of Christian belief priority over others. This is not intended as a clumsy attempt at ecumenical inclusiveness, merely to reflect the fact that inspired and fascinating thinkers have emerged from all different facets of Christian history.

Moving beyond Christianity, the last two sections of the book explore secular spirituality and writings from different religious traditions. Rather than make any attempt to include a representation of every type of world religion or belief, we have chosen an interesting range of titles that seem to have some specific angle or message that reaches beyond their religious origins.

These are intended as examples of titles that may appeal to anyone who has a broad interest in matters of spirituality and religion. Of course, as with the Christian texts, it is impossible to claim any kind of completeness or to deny that many other books could equally have been included.

Each book that we have chosen is described in a few pages. It can be hard to capture the essence of a book in such a short space. Our guiding principle was to try to explain the books in such a way as to convey a brief idea of what each one has to offer the interested reader. But also we wanted to answer the question ‘Would I enjoy and understand this book?’ which sometimes involves trying to explain the strengths and weaknesses of the book for a modern reader.

The ‘Speed Reads’ included at the end of each entry aim to deliver a quick sense of what the writer is like to read. They also provide a highly compressed, and occasionally somewhat flippant summary of the main points of the book in question.

Overall we have aimed for a chatty and comprehensible style, even if this occasionally risks criticism for being insufficiently serious. We have tried to explain the books as we would to an interested friend, rather than taking too academic a viewpoint, and we hope that this makes for a readable and interesting journey.

Each entry is self-contained, and there is no reason why the book shouldn’t be used for ‘dipping into’. However, we have also arranged the book into seven sections, grouping the books together in various ways. Within each section the books are arranged chronologically. While there is no attempt at a joined-up historical approach, the chronological progression at times reveals some interesting juxtapositions and relations between the books included.

There are a couple of general editorial points to be made. First, many of these books are available in a variety of editions and with alternative titles. In these cases we have aimed to use the best-known title. Some of the original publication dates are also uncertain – we have used first publication where this is known, but for some of the earlier books the best we can do is give the correct century or decade. In a few cases the quote given at the start of the section is not from the specific book under discussion – this is because we felt that the best way to give a flavour of an author’s writing was to use an alternative quote from their other writings.

In conclusion, we hope that this book will provide entertainment and inspiration and will be a useful, if idiosyncratic guide to a representative selection of the many wonderful spiritual books that have been written over the centuries.
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