The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ  Philip Pullman
Canongate 2010 £14.99 ISBN 978-1-84767-825-6 245pp
[image: The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ (Myths)]The world has been talking about Jesus for thousands of years. Philip Pullman's book brings novelty to that conversation as it attempts to confirm a widespread perception that the historical Jesus has been abused and exploited by the church.
It is novel to pick up a gospel sized book that reads 90% of the time like one of the historical gospels but with a 10% add on story line that renegotiates Jesus away from Christian orthodoxy. This story line is the invention of Christ, the twin of Jesus, who steps in at various points to ensure the story has an outcome that guarantees the triumph of Christendom. 
This is a story - it says all too innocently on the back of the book - but it is a fabulous story and again, not in an innocent sense. It reads well, sounds true to the bible and looks plausible not least in its attempt to credit Jesus against his followers. It is a story that hints at being fiction but has sufficient agreed fact in it to be read as gospel not least by those fascinated by Jesus and eager for a version of his story that strips out the divine.
The interspersed dialogues of brother Christ and his church-minded angel insist on the necessity of miracles to authenticate what Jesus is about for the church's benefit. These aspirations contrast with the portrait of Jesus' own agnosticism. The rewriting of his agony in Gethsemane is a shocking distortion of the original scripture. Pullman's Jesus is an attractive humanist, impatient with power structures, certainly a man for others yet questionably a man for God.
The God side of the book is about the Christian church and its arrogant use of Jesus' alleged divinity to serve itself and give fraudulent succour to the needy. The resurrection is a trick justified by its ongoing positive impact upon people failing in hope including those at death's door. Although couched in an interesting, novel story line invoking the alleged twin of Jesus the allegation that the church serves herself even in her engagement with the dying is nauseous.
'The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ' is a well written, easily digestible and made-up story. Its thesis is that Christians set truth above history and promote a miraculous embellishment of the plain story of Jesus to serve their cause. Pullman's book is no fiction when it challenges the church's misuse of power. To ground that abuse in the wrong reading of Jesus is also logical. To read the history of Jesus without honouring his witness to a loving God with power to raise the dead has no logic about it and rather makes Pullman the scoundrel. 
The Revd Dr John Twisleton, Rector of Horsted Keynes
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