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If you look around you'll find a slew of reviews of this book.  There was even one in the Anglican Journal in February this year.  But the more I reflect on them, the more I feel they've missed the point.  There are a ton of reasons to read this book.   The most obvious is that it is superficially about the sexual abuse scandal which is rocking the Roman Catholic church at the moment, and which shows no sign of going away.  This makes the book very current.  It's probably, for example, too late for a similar book about the residential schools, although I did see a preview of a great play on the subject "Where the blood mixes".

In this book MacIntyre demonstrates great ability as an author.  In particular he plays with time.  The book is worth reading just for the way he does this.  The past and the present are intertwined.  The plot unfolds over years.  Sometimes nothing happens for months, then there is a flurry of activity.  This playing with time is not incidental to the subject matter of the book, both the subject of the church and of abuse.  Time in the church is not constant, we have seasons where much happens and seasons where little happens.  In the hurts we have all suffered, let alone in the trauma which is abuse, the past and the present become intertwined.  MacIntyres ability to play with time is hypnotic, especially for a book which is at one level a thriller, chasing toward an expected conclusion.

But that is not the point which is being missed. The title is clear.  This is a book about a man, the Bishop's man.  It is about a priest who has devoted himself to serving the Church, and who realizes in the course of the book, that his service has been used to cover up abuse.  This is never spelt out.  We go through the book with Fr Duncan.  We see what he sees, think what he thinks.  We do not have the eye of God, to know what is 'really' going on.  I found the end of the book unclear, unsatisfying.  But  life is like that.

The book is a record of the inner life of Fr Duncan as he goes through a breakdown.  He hits the bottle hard, but this is not enough to assuage his mental conflict.  In one moving scene he buys a bottle at a liquor store, and steals a miniature.  The experience gives him a sexual excitement.  It is a cleverly constructed, poignant reflection on the sadness of some lives.

So I guess you're wondering "Why would I want to read that?"  Yes it is a sad book, mournful, dour.  But I believe it is deeply insightful.  It is insightful because it looks at what it can mean to be a priest today.  To be focused on propping up the institution, even when the institution has behaved abysmally.  That is all in the title, "The Bishop's Man".  Fr Duncan has been his Bishop's enforcer.  We get insight into what that might mean, what it might be like.  Because MacIntyre is a skilled author, there is no preaching here.  What we get is a believable, real person who has collaborated with bad things.  And so we get to the central mystery of our age, how can people do bad things.  How can the Church hide abusers?

Why would you want to read this book?  Not because it tells you about 'them',  but because it tells you about us, about you and me, about the things we might do, might have done, might still be doing.  And by doing that it gives us the choice not to do them.

