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			Introduction 

			

			Every year or so a book about Jesus appears that makes a great splash. Some of these works, like Hugh Schonfield’s The Passover Plot (1966), hardly leave a ripple. Other Jesus books, like Albert Schweitzer’s The Quest of the Historical Jesus (German original, 1906), establish themselves as enduring classics. Some of them, like Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003), teem with historical misinformation, are very badly written, and yet manage to become a gripping read for millions. They prove real page-turners through being a religious exposé, a romance novel and even a murder mystery all in one [See my review of The Da Vinci Code, the Pastoral Review 1 (September-October, 2005), pp. 71–74].  Other works on Jesus, like Gerd Theissen’s The Shadow of the Galilean (German original, 1986), succeed in wedding the best historical research with an attractive style and real suspense. 

			In his letter to the Philippians, St Paul remarked about some Christian preachers who neither liked him nor agreed with him: ‘others proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition … What does it matter? Just this, that Christ is proclaimed in every way, whether out of false motives or true; and in that I rejoice’ (Philippians 1:17–18). 

			We might adapt and apply Paul’s sentiments. What does it matter why authors like Schonfield, Schweitzer, Brown and Theissen produce books and what they write in them, provided they draw attention to Jesus himself? In that, Christians can rejoice. What, then, of the latest in the crop of Jesus books? 

			

			

			The Talk of the Town 

			

			To much fanfare, and on time for last Easter and the Christian celebration of the resurrection, Philip Pullman published The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ. The reviews have been mixed. In the Literary Review, Diarmaid MacCulloch of Oxford University signalled ‘the wit and invention of a great storyteller’. But, like Nietzsche, Pullman seems ‘obsessed with recovering the “real” Jesus, the affirmer of life, behind the pale abstractions of Christian faith and culture’. ‘Much better written’ than Jeffrey Archer’s The Gospel According to Judas but ‘certainly offensive’, commented Christopher Howse of the London Daily Telegraph. 

			‘The Pullman version of the Gospel stories’ is ‘unchristian’ but not ‘anti-Jesus’, Sally Vickers wrote in the Daily Telegraph. Pullman proves a ‘supreme story-teller’ who reminds readers of the ‘extraordinary power’ of the Jesus story ‘to provoke and disturb’. Yet he gives ‘voice to ideologies’, not least his visceral antipathy to institutional religion. In the Guardian, Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, found Pullman ‘deliberately outrageous’ and at points ready to indulge ‘easy point-scoring’. Nevertheless, he conveys a ‘Jesus who was too radical for ordinary human consumption’. 

			Before presenting and evaluating this latest ‘Jesus book’, let me describe some of its general features. Pullman’s work runs to 245 pages, but over fifty of these pages are completely, or partially, blank. The total word count is low: at the very most, 35,000 words. The shortest of the fifty-three chapters has only one page (the death of John the Baptist), and the longest (‘Jesus in the Garden at Gethsemane’) runs to just over ten pages. 

			The large typeface and the ‘rubrical’ red, chosen for the chapter titles, the running heads and the end papers, give the book a pleasing, even religious look. So too does its white cover embossed with gold, as well as the white ribbon marker of the kind found in old prayer books. 

			For the most part, the book is beautifully written – as one would expect from a world class master of fantasy fiction. The story moves at a fast pace.The brief chapters encourage readers to keep turning the pages – not least in search of the identity of a central, fictional character. Who is the mysterious and malevolent ‘stranger’? Unlike Dan Brown in The DaVinci Code, who eventually reveals the identity of his mysterious ‘teacher’, Pullman never clearly answers this question. 

			On the spine of the book, three words stand out: ‘Pullman’, ‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ’ – in that order. On the back cover, a message comes in four words picked out in gold capitals, which many readers may find patronising: ‘This is a STORY.’ 

			Pullman and his publishers exploit the ambiguity of a key word. ‘Story’ may be synonymous with ‘history’ and could enter the title of a straight historical study: ‘The Story of Abraham Lincoln’. ‘Story’ may also be pure fiction, as when a teacher says to a deceitful child: ‘You’re telling me a story.’ 

			So what is Pullman’s ‘story’? A retelling of the history of Jesus? Or a re-writing of that history that begins and ends in fantasy, a radical misrepresentation of the greatest story ever told? 

			The inside flap assures readers: ‘In this ingenious and spellbinding retelling of the life of Jesus, Philip Pullman revisits the most influential story ever told. Charged with mystery, compassion and enormous power, The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ throws fresh light on who Jesus was.’ But does Pullman do more than merely ‘revisit’ this story? Does he deliberately change and falsify it? 

			Does Pullman succeed in throwing fresh light ‘on who Jesus was’? Or, to use a contrast that recurs repeatedly in his book, does he distort the ‘history’ of Jesus, in the interest of some alleged, higher ‘truth’? No fresh light, but personal ideology? Light not on who Jesus was but on who Pullman is and what he believes? 

			Over the course of the last two centuries, Jesus books have repeatedly revealed much about their authors. I think of such elegantly written works as 

			D. H. Lawrence’s The Man Who Died (1931) and Robert Graves’ Jesus in Rome (1957), as well of such badly written pieces of nonsense as Holy Blood, Holy Grail by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh and Henry Lincoln (1982) and Jesus the Man by Barbara Thiering (1992). All four books threw much more light on who their authors were than on Jesus himself. 

			In Lawrence’s novella, Jesus was taken down alive from the cross, revived in the tomb, and walked out, and was cared for by some peasants. When fully recovered, he left for the temple of Isis in Lebanon where he was befriended by the owner of the temple, who believed he was Osiris. He learned with her what ‘love’ really was, since he had previously denied himself sex. When she became pregnant, he abandoned her with the words: ‘So let the boat carry me. Tomorrow is another day.’ A reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement (2 April 1931) commented: ‘So far as Lawrence’s attitude to it [reality] is concerned, he seems to have come to the brink and turned away. He has not evaded himself, but he evades Jesus.’ 

			Graves published his reconstruction of how Jesus survived crucifixion and then visited Rome as an allegedly factual, historical account. Graves and his co-author, Joshua Podro, generously supplied information about the ‘extreme sultriness of the weather’, which, together with the spikenard smeared on the shroud, helped to keep Jesus alive in the tomb. He escaped from the tomb when the Roman soldiers on guard ‘rolled back the stone at night while their sergeant was asleep and tried to steal the ointment – which was worth several years’ army pay and could easily be sold in the brothels of Caesarea’. They found Jesus alive and let him go. Surprisingly, Graves and Podro did not indulge a taste for cherchez la femme and arrange for Jesus to have a rendezvous with a priestess of Isis (as did Lawrence) or with Mary Magdalene (as others have). 

			Holy Blood, Holy Grail claimed that Jesus was the bridegroom of the marriage feast of Cana, the bride being Mary Magdalene. They subsequently had a number of children, including Barabbas! Jesus was put on a cross by Pilate but taken down alive and never rose from the dead. Mary Magdalene escaped with the children to France. There, the Jesus bloodline was supposed to have continued through the Merovingians, the Carolingians and the House of Lorraine, right down to the Hapsburgs and other noble, royal or imperial families of today. Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln were confident that they had not ‘compromised or belittled Jesus’. Their ‘investigations’ served to replace the ‘incomplete’ figure of ‘established Christianity’ with a ‘living and plausible Jesus – a Jesus whose life is both meaningful and comprehensible to modern man’. 

			In the book that made her famous (or merely notorious?), Thiering used her own private ‘method’ for decoding the Dead Sea Scrolls, a method that serious scholars of various religious faiths or none found utterly implausible. She argued that Jesus was crucified at Qumran (near the Dead Sea), taken down alive, resumed his married life with Mary Magdalene, divorced her to marry Lydia (of Acts 16), and passed his old age in Rome. Thiering ‘explained’ that Lydia’s dealing in ‘purple cloth’ meant that she sold bishoprics at a price! The ‘Lord opening her heart’ was understood to be Jesus having relations with her! Thiering expressed the hope that by decoding the New Testament and giving us Jesus’ ‘true’ story, she would help readers strip away the mystery and see him as ‘a real, human, fallible figure’. ‘Fallible’ presumably referred to the breakdown of his first marriage, the divorce, and subsequent union with Lydia. 

			What they wrote about Jesus tells readers a great deal about Lawrence, Graves, the trio of Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln, and Thiering. Does this latest work reveal more about Pullman and his mindset and less about the historical Jesus? Has Pullman looked down the well of history and seen his own face reflected at the bottom? 

			With affectionate thanks, I dedicate this book to those who live and work at 9 and 11 Edge Hill, Wimbledon. When I was stranded in England by last April’s volcanic ash cloud, they gave me a home and an office in which I wrote the first chapters of this book. I also wish to thank Dan Kendall SJ and others at the University of San Francisco for their hospitality en route back to Australia; and giving me further opportunities for working on this book. 

			

			Gerald O’Collins SJ, 16 June 2010 

			Jesuit Theological College, 

			Parkville, 3052, Australia 

			

		

	




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9780232528114_fmt.jpeg
W

A PORTRAIT

GERALD O’COLLINS sj






OEBPS/images/Cover_fmt.jpeg
PHILIP

PULLMAN'S

JESUS






OEBPS/images/9780232528138_fmt.jpeg





