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The sub heading of this book is 'interpreting contemporary society'. There are four contributors - a journalist, historian, physicist and theologian. Their contributions are uneven with the journalist Libby Purves and the former Archbishop of York, John Habgood perhaps providing the best fare.

In the early days of broadcasting, we are told by Libby Purves, the motto was 'don't care about being first - care about being right'. This high standard is failing in a culture of instant comment.  Distortion of the facts is inevitable although nothing new in journalism.  Purves reflects on the fear stirred up in the event of the murder of a child.  Are our children safe on the streets?  'Child murder is, alas, usually a family crime, and the most common crime with a child victim is bicycle theft.  This is not a fact that often appears in newspapers'.

Libby Purves is a humble journalist.  She is embarrassed by 'the culture of comment without responsibility…and journalism's awkwardly high status'. She delights in feed back from the consumers of the mass media.

Archbishop Habgood sees friendship as the key to seeing ourselves and friendship with God the way to seeing ourselves fully.  He is critical of  'a world in which we are inordinately interested in ourselves' and in which even friendship with God is perceived as restrictive. The autonomy of the individual is paramount.  This assertiveness goes against the grain of the Christian revelation, which is a call to gain self by losing it.  It bears fruit in a loss of any sense of values which transcend the desire for selfish fulfilment.  Habgood challenges the post modern denial of objective truth which leaves people 'float(ing) free on a sea of transient influences'.

This phrase echoes the quote from Matthew Arnold's poem 'Dover Beach' in Stephen Platten's introductory chapter:

'The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full and round earth's shore,

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar.'

As Platten says the past dominance of theology as convinced interpreter of the way things are in society is giving way to a multiplicity of interpreters: history, science and not least the media. In this book the unease of Libby Purves about the media she serves and the clarity of thought and conviction of the Archbishop provide encouragement to those who expect the tide to turn once more for faith.

