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Introduction

The impact of religion on our world is colossal. Whether you are Jewish or Christian, Muslim or Hindu, whether you are devoutly pious or occasionally spiritual or curiously agnostic or firmly atheistic, religion is woven into the fabric of all our lives. In its myriad shapes and forms, in both its presence and its absence, it can divide people as much as it can bring them together. It can unite dinner tables and countries and even entire empires, or it can drive a wedge between those same dinner tables, those same countries, those same empires. Yet the fact that religion is here, right now and all around us, and the fact that it has been for a very long time and will doubtless continue as such into the future, is as fundamental to the understanding of the human condition as language, music and cooked food.

Religion is absolutely enormous. Its history. Its weight. Its sheer variety. With this in mind, The Little Book of World Religions is, as the name suggests, only a “beginners” guide to the basics. What you are holding in your hands is not an exhaustive academic text but, rather, a whistle-stop tour of the world’s major religions (and several of its minor ones). Here you will find the key facts, beliefs and histories of the faiths followed by a vast proportion of the world’s population, as well as a range of surprising stories, colourful characters and nuggets of information that will leave you aching to find out more. Together, we’ll explore the Big Five (Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism) before immersing ourselves in less well-known (but no less important) faiths such as Zoroastrianism, Shinto, Voodoo and Rastafarianism. But, before all that, let’s go back as far as we can to the earliest known days of religion, when ancient belief systems dominated the cultures and lives of millions.
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