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Preface

The relationship between global and local has become increasingly
vexed with the advent of the new millennium. This is paralleled by
debates within Studies in Religion over the progress of the
secularisation process and the triumph of science, and the seemingly
contradictory proliferation of new religious movements and ‘New
Age’ spiritualities.

The title of the 1999 Australian Association for the Study of
Religion (AASR) conference, ‘The End of Religions? Religion in
an Age of Globalisation’, focused on the effect these issues have on
one area of human activity, religion. The tension between the
globalisation of certain religious ideas and the desire of local
cultures to preserve their particularity in the face of this imperialism
creates poignant vignettes the world over.

The contributors to this volume traverse vast geographical and
cultural territory. The first section, ‘Global and Local: Some
Theoretical Considerations’, contains Patrick F. Gesch’s remarkable
account of his participation in Sepik initiation, a thoroughgoing
reversal of the dictum that nobody abandons the global for the
local, ‘nobody converts to a primal religion’. This challenging
beginning leads to considerations of globalisation and its
relationship to millenarianism and apocalypticism, traditionalism
and perennial philosophy, and the possibility of a ‘global ethic’.

The second section, ‘Global Transformations, Local
Manifestations: Judaism and Christianity’, explores the ebb and
flow of two ‘traditional’ religions at the start of the third
millennium. Gary D. Bouma and also Michael Mason and Denis
Fennessy explore aspects of Christian organisations, the former
from a largely ‘global’ and the latter from a largely ‘local’
perspective. Major world faiths have experienced a decline in
numbers in terms both of attendance and of identification. However,
they have also developed new forms, such as Pentecostal
Christianity, which are often successful in gaining new converts.

The third section, ‘Religious Themes in Global Popular Culture’,
contains two papers which reflect on the way in which global
popular culture, which includes film, television and popular music,
both employs the symbolism of, and makes a contribution to,
contemporary religious forms. Paris Mawby’s ‘The Kingdom is
Within: Religious Themes and Postmodernity in Ridley Scott’s
Blade Runner’ investigates the ways in which gnostic and
philosophical ideas permeate a popular science-fiction film, and
Madeleine Rigby’s ‘Graceland: A Sacred Place in a Secular World’



demonstrates that the world of ‘stars’ and ‘celebrities’ may
unintentionally give rise to new forms of devotion and create new
pilgrimage destinations.

Section four, ‘Religion, Technology, and the New Age’, contains
two polemics: Adam Possamai’s ‘A Revisionist Perspective on
Secularisation: Alternative Spiritualities, Globalised Consumer
Culture, and Public Spheres’, a careful refutation of the classical
secularisation thesis; and David Pecotic’s meditation on the
emerging nexus between religion, technology and esoteric
traditions, ‘Virtual Technologies and the Ancient Roots of
Modemnism: Mark C. Taylor’s alchemical operations upon the
terminal body of New Age religion’.

Finally, ‘Globalisation and Syncretism in Asian Religions’,
considers the effects on the Buddhist tradition of the encounter with
Western culture , both in South America and in relation to new
forms of Tibetan Buddhism that are emerging. The positive
outcomes of the encounter of cultures are found in the Vietnamese
syncretic new religion, Caodaism, in Chris Hartney’s ‘Syncretism
and the End of Religion(s)’.

This volume is an exciting contribution to a area of study which
is changing and evolving even as we read, and which will be a
important element of any future the ‘globalised’ world achieves.

Carole M. Cusack
Peter Oldmeadow
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