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The online version of the Cambridge English Dictionary defines time 
travel simply as “the idea of travelling into the past or the future.”i It is a concept 
that has fascinated readers and viewers alike and is found in novels like Charles 
Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, H G Wells The Time Machine and also in movies 
like Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar, Doug Liman’s Edge of Tomorrow, Michael 
Sperieg’s Predestination and Robert Zemeckis’ Back to the Future to name just a 
few novels and movies. It is often an important aspect of science fiction as can be 
seen in the definition given below: science fiction is "fiction based on an 
imagined future, scientific or technological advances, frequently portraying space 
or time travel, life on other planets, etc"ii. While this may be considered as a 
basic definition of science fiction, a more complete definition is given by Isaac 
Asimov, one of the greatest exponents of this genre. He defines science fiction as 
"the only form of literature that consistently considers the nature of changes that 
face us, the possible consequences and the possible solutions."iii 

 
Perhaps it is this aspect of 'change' which confronts us constantly that 

makes science fiction writers examine the tension between science and religion. 
Even with the tension that exists, there have been religious-minded writers like 
C.S.Lewis, J.R.Tolkien and Orson Scott Card, who have achieved prominence 
within the ranks of science fiction authors. The presence of religious elements in 
science fiction helps this genre to be viewed as a means by which "authors can 
explore social, cultural, moral or philosophical questions and so stimulate readers 
to take a fresh look at their own beliefs."iv Portrayals of religion and religious 
characters in science fiction can be categorised into three— (i) writers like 
R.L.Dione and Erich Von Daniken, who have views and opinions that are in 
opposition to those of established religion/s (ii) those like C.S.Lewis and Orson 
Scott Card, who take a pro-religious stand or proclaim an evangelistic message 
through their works and (iii) those like Walter Jon Williams and Piers Anthony, 
who look at specific religions and religious groups without either endorsing these 
or being biased and prejudiced. 
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The religion that I'm concerned here with in this paper is Christianity and the 
character I'm focusing upon is Christ. Paul Leggett in an article in Christianity 
Today argues that "the value of science fiction for the Christian lies more in its 
thematic character than in what it reveals of science. The science fiction tradition 
thus poses  theological questions to the ever expanding domain of scientific 
knowledge."v  With regard to this there are several science fiction works that look 
at the life of Christ by using the concept of time travel as a means to explore the 
possibility of the modern generation to travel back in time to the beginning of the 
millennium and meet Jesus Christ. This can be found in Richard Matheson's The 
Travellervi, where a sceptical academician travels back in time as an invisible 
man to witness the crucifixion of Christ. Though a confirmed sceptic, he comes 
back a changed man, for though he did not witness any miracle, he is enlightened 
on seeing a man give up his life for the things he believed in. The novelist asserts 
the fact that without actually being aware of the invisible visitor from the future, 
Jesus through his crucifixion was successful in making the sceptical professor a 
believer. The 'travelling back in time to meet Jesus Christ' theme is also found in 
Michael Moorcock's Behold the Manvii, where a Jewish character by the name 
Karl Glogauer travels back to Palestine and meets various New Testament 
characters like John the Baptist, the Virgin Mary, etc, who all behave contrarily 
to their biblical characterization. This disappoints Karl very much. But what 
shocks him the most is his discovery of Joseph and Mary's son Jesus as a 
mentally retarded hunchback. Realising that  

this man could never become the Jesus Christ portrayed in the gospels, 
Karl himself begins to assume the role of the biblical Christ and finally after 
asking Judas to betray him, dies on the cross. Similar themes are also found in 
other works like John Brunners' Times Without Numberviii, Arthur Porges' The 
Rescuerix and Garry Kilworth's Let's Go to Golgothax.  

 
In this paper, I'd like to concentrate upon Gore Vidal's Live From 

Golgothaxi. Though Vidal is not often considered as a science fiction writer, Live 
From Golgotha is a work that uses the concept of time travel to go back in history 
to the period of Jesus Christ. Vidal falls into the first category of religious 
science fiction writers i.e. those who have a negative opinion about a particular 
religious character, in this case, Jesus Christ. The paper attempts to prove that 
Vidal's re-creation of the gospel story is largely based on his perception of 
Christianity as a religion.      

          
The central plot revolves around the attempts of a twentieth century 

hacker to destroy all the existing records of Christianity and everything else 
associated with it. The hacker in fact, successfully erases all such records till 95 
A.D. That is when the people at GE zoom back from the twentieth century to 
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Timothy asking him to write a new Gospel, and plant it in the basement of his 
church, so that it will be found later on in time by archaeologists and thus save 
Christianity. GE also controls NBC, which wants to broadcast the crucifixion at 
Golgotha. Timothy is chosen to be the anchorperson of this programme. A lot of 
people from the future have booked their tickets to be there at Golgotha when the 
crucifixion takes place. Time travel in this novel takes place by virtue of 
'channeling'. This is nothing but being led to a time zone of your choice by a 
spiritual entity (in this case two individuals called Cynthia and Mr. Yamamoto) 
who is in a trance like state. But what is interesting to note is that the corporate 
officials are able to transport a Sony television set to Timothy, which he uses not 
only to watch twentieth century TV programmes but also to receive visitors from 
the future. These visitors appear as holograms initially, but later as real persons. 
             

 It is only a few days before crucifixion that Timothy and the others 
realise that the hacker is none other than Jesus himself. It so happened that when 
Judas had come with the soldiers to betray Jesus and get him arrested, Jesus 
turned the plates on Judas and declared Judas as the Messiah. As a result of this, 
it was Judas who had been crucified. And Jesus had escaped into the future time 
zone to work for GE. When everyone goes back in time to witness the 
crucifixion, Jesus too joins them as Martin Wesserstein. At this instance, 
Timothy informs Pilate that it is Judas who has been captured and not Jesus. 
Timothy leads the Roman soldiers to the real Jesus, who is then captured and 
crucified. And thus Christianity is saved. This, in a nutshell, is Vidal’s Gospel.  
            

Though Timothy and St. Paul are important characters of this novel, it is 
the characterisation of Christ that this paper is mainly concerned with. In one of 
the very first reports on Christ in the novel, Timothy, after getting acquainted 
with the happenings of the twentieth century, understands that dates are 
calculated from the year of the birth of Christ. But he feels that there is an 
element of uncertainty here, as “it is well known that our Lord was constantly 
knocking years of his age in order to appear youthful and with it.” [LG.15] St. 
Paul and Timothy preached about Jesus like this:   
The messiah had actually entered Jerusalem a few years earlier, on ass-back, 
where he was promptly denounced by the Jews as a self-hating Jew and by the 
Romans as a Zionist terrorist… Then, on the third day, postmortem, Jesus came 
back to life and waddled out of the tomb where a number of His personal media 
staff—secretaries, gofers and so on—saw Him, thus convincing them that He 
really was the messiah and the Day of Judgment and the kingdom of God and so 
on would take place just as soon as He returned from the days with His Father, 
god, in Heaven. [LG. 25]     
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Timothy describes Jesus as a very fat person with a serious hormonal problem. 
But this fat man who is described here is not Jesus. The real Jesus is Marvin 
Wasserstein, a computer genius and also the hacker who wants to delete all traces 
of Christianity. The fat man believed to be Jesus was actually Judas. Jesus later 
explains how he escaped crucifixion: 
 
There was poor fat Judas, all set to betray me and then I turn him in and he is the 
one who has to serve time up there on my cross—the look on his face! Don’t you 
love it?” He whistled with delight. “Anyway, let’s face it, the Roman 
administration of Palestine under Pontius Pilate was easily the stupidest and most 
corrupt until the British, of course, in the twentieth century after my birth in a 
…what was it they say I was born in?” “A manger. For horses. In a stable. At 
Bethlehem. A star overhead…” Jesus winced. “How I hate all that pagan stuff! 
That star shone at the birth of Mithras, on December twenty-fifth, so in order to 
con the Mithraists, they added all his shit to my story where it doesn’t belong. 
Born in a stable? My father, Joseph, was the pretender to the throne of Israel, and 
a direct descendant of King David. That is why those ‘begats’ are about the only 
true thing in the so-called ‘Christian Story.’ We were also in the lumber business, 
wholesale and retail. Anyway, I was—and still am—the King of the Jews…  
[LG.191]       
     
 Timothy realizes that this Jesus is so different from the one around whom 
Christianity was built by Paul “He was a zealot. A fanatic. A revolutionary. A 
Zionist first, last and always.” [LG.192] The main aim of the Jesus in this novel 
is to liberate Israel from Roman rule and establish a Jewish kingdom. Since he 
knew that the Roman forces were too strong for him to handle, he simply took off 
into the twentieth century, determined to come back:  
 
…I shall return Israel to glory—all enemies defeated as I establish the Kingdom 
of God. It will be awesomely beautiful, I promise you, and those illuminated 
skies over Baghdad will pale by comparison. [LG.194]            
 
 Jesus’ plans however do not work as Timothy finds out that Marvin 
Wasserstein is the real Jesus Christ. He then overhears Jesus talking to his 
disciples. Here Jesus denounces Paul as being the Devil himself; because due to 
Paul’s interpretation of Jesus as being part of the Trinity (the Holy Father, The 
Holy Son and the Holy Spirit), the true aim of Jesus—to create the Messianic 
Kingdom of Greater Israel was overshadowed. And Timothy realized that it was 
this more than anything else that made it “necessary for Jesus, as Marvin 
Wasserstein, to become the Hacker in order to destroy Saint’s great invention: 
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Christ crucified.” [LG.214] But the knowledge of all this makes things more 
confusing for Timothy:  
 
In one sense, I was delighted that Jesus was really the messiah and that he would 
establish the Kingdom of God and the terminal fire in the year 2001 A.D., long 
after my death next year. On the other hand, if Jesus was not Christian, as Saint 
Paul had taught, but just another run-of the-mill Zionist terrorist, then I was all 
for doing him in right now. [LG. 216]       
 
 And this is what he eventually does. He takes the Roman soldiers to 
Marvin, who is captured and crucified.  So Vidal’s Jesus is basically a Zionist 
who’s concerned only with Israel as a nation. He hates being referred to as the 
Messiah, which is why he destroys all existing records of Christianity, a religion 
of which he himself is the chief cornerstone. And because his aim was to free 
Israel from Roman occupation, he had no intention of dying on the cross. Instead 
of being betrayed, he turns the betrayer and delivers Judas to the Romans. So 
crucifixion in this novel is something that Judas had to put up with. It’s a 
different matter that Jesus does not escape crucifixion thanks to Timothy, who 
ensures that Jesus is put to death. For as far as Timothy is concerned, the future 
of Christianity is at stake—without the crucifixion of Christ, there can be no 
Christianity!         
There occurs only one problem though. Gulf + Eastern, the Japanese company, 
which was in charge of the broadcasting made a few changes while filming the 
crucifixion. Above the Cross on which Jesus is crucified is a bright sun—the 
product of special effects. At the centre of the sun, is the Sun Goddess, from 
whom were descended the Emperors of Japan. As Jesus dies, the Sun Goddess 
embraces the Cross. When the blazing brightness of the sun recedes, the Cross is 
found to be empty. The broadcasting ends with a voice “Thus as foreseen, and 
foretold by John the Baptist, Jesus returns to his ancestress, the Goddess of the 
Sun, the ultimate divinity… The last frame showed the new logo for Christianity: 
the cross within the circle of the sun.” [LG. 224] So eventually, despite 
Timothy’s efforts to the contrary, Christianity gets hijacked by the Japanese! 
 

By bringing in a Japanese firm more powerful than their American rivals, 
that uses advanced technology to appropriate Christianity, Vidal hints that this 
religion played a role in making western powers what they are today. This could 
be the reason why the Japanese try to make this and not any other religion as 
their own. Jesus in this novel is an unwilling martyr. He strongly believes that no 
good is going to come with his death. This is because he does not want to have 
any thing to do with the religion founded in his name. He wants to live as the 
King of the Jews, not die as the Messiah, which is why he conveniently slipped 
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that tag on to Judas and escaped into the future, believing that he could return as 
the King of the Jews. Unfortunately for him, this does not happen, despite his 
earnest efforts to erase all trace of Christianity, as the religion grows, because if 
not the real Jesus Christ, somebody (in this case, Judas) has died as the Messiah. 
And Timothy and the others try to rectify this mistake and are successful in this 
by getting the real Jesus Christ crucified. 

 
It is significant to note that usually works that present a fictional 

depiction of Christ tend towards giving more importance to the human side of 
Jesus. This is done not just by focusing upon predominantly human aspects like 
guilt, temptation, sexuality, etc, but also by subverting the divinity associated 
with Christ. In this regard, in Live from Golgotha it is Christ's crucifixion and 
martyrdom that is overturned by Vidal. The act of martyrdom is often considered 
as a higher purifying vengeance upon a powerful opponent so as to project the 
martyr’s causexii. But in Live From Golgotha, the Christ character does not accept 
martyrdom at all. The Jesus here is concerned only about the Jews and he hates 
his name being used to initiate and develop a religion called Christianity, so 
much so that he travels to the future to erase all trace of this religion.  Belief in 
the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ is regarded in Christianity as a pre-
requisite of salvation. Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection are divine elements 
that it becomes difficult to attribute this to him exactly the way it is mentioned in 
the Bible were he purely human in nature. But as mentioned earlier, it is natural 
for writers like Vidal not to give importance to these concepts, because they’re 
focusing only on the humanness of Christ and not his divinity.  Vidal seems to be 
arguing that if the fictional Christ had his way, then he would have rejected 
martyrdom and his all-important mission to save human kind. 

 
Despite a very unbiblical depiction of Christ, Live from Golgotha did not 

really spark off any major controversy. In fact coming three years after the highly 
controversial movie The Last Temptation of Christxiii, there had been no calls by 
religious groups to boycott or ban this book. An article titled, “Gore Vidal Spoofs 
History of Christianity” mentions that “there has been no reaction at all (to speak 
of) to this new Vidal book, which is far more truly blasphemous than The Last 
Temptation of Christ."xiv The reviewer discusses this novel as a satire: “The 
effect of this new Vidal satire is that of all great satirists: It will delight those who 
like to see religion skewered, and it will infuriate those who take religion 
seriously.”xv  
Vidal here mocks the historical Christ by making him a Zionist ‘first and last’ 
who’s only interested in the establishment of a Jewish nation, which is why he 
escapes crucifixion by accusing Judas of being the Messiah. But more than 
Christ, it is other prominent Christian  
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historical figures like Paul and Timothy who become the butt of Vidal’s 
ridicule. Vidal does not explore the complexities of his Christ-character, leave 
alone mention anything about his sexuality. Perhaps this could be the reason why 
there was not much of a furor regarding this book, despite the fact that Paul is 
described as a homosexual and Timothy as his young lover.  

The Christ of Live From Golgotha is based upon its author’s position on 
Christianity. Gore Vidal presents Christ as someone who’s outside the religion 
founded in his name. In the novel, Christ is not just a Jew, rather a Jew with royal 
blood concerned only with matters relating to Israel. Vidal’s Christ has no role to 
play in the rise and development of Christianity. In fact he’s vexed that his name 
has been used to create this religion in which he wants to have no part at all. He 
blames Paul for preaching wrongly about him and adding a lot of pagan 
mythology to his life story. So we have a Jesus who’s against Christianity. What 
Vidal seems to be implying here is that organized Christianity is something that 
Christ himself is aghast at. Though Christ is not the central character of the 
novel, it is interesting to note that the Christ character in this novel knows that 
Christianity is an influential religion; but still wants his name to be dissociated 
from it. This prompts us to look at Vidal’s own views of Christianity, which 
further enables us to understand his Christ-character who abhors Christianity. 

 
As far as his own religion is concerned, Gore Vidal defines himself as ‘a 

born-again atheist’. He describes Christianity as “a silly religion.”xvi And he 
attacks not just Christianity but also other religions based on monotheistic 
traditions. According to Vidal:  
Once people get hung up on theology, they’ve lost sanity forever. More people 
have been killed in the name of Jesus Christ than any other name in the history of 
the worldxvii. … I regard monotheism as the greatest disaster ever to befall the 
human race. I see no good in Judaism, Christianity, or Islam—good people, yes, 
but any religion based on a single, well, frenzied and virulent god, is not as useful 
to the human race as, say, Confucianism, which is not a religion but an ethical 
and educational systemxviii. 

We thus see from Vidal’s own statements that he’s not at all fond of 
Christianity. And in this regard his Christ-character is quite similar to him. What 
he’s doing in this novel vis-à-vis Jesus, is to get at the roots of ancient 
Christianity. And for this it is important for him to switch the traditional roles of 
Jesus and Judas to make the betrayer the betrayed. Through this, Vidal seems to 
be implying that as far as Christianity was concerned, it did not really matter if 
Jesus was crucified or not; someone had to be crucified so that this new religion 
could sprout. And in Vidal’s novel, initially at least, the new religion called 
Christianity develops because of Judas.   
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