Jesus, Interrupted: Revealing the Hidden Contradictions in the Bible (and Why We Don't Know about Them)
By Bart D. Ehrman

"Scholars have made significant progress in understanding the Bible over the past two hundred years and the results of their study are regularly and routinely taught, to both the graduate students in universities and to prospective pastors attending seminaries in preparation for the ministry. Yet such views of the Bible are virtually unknown among the population at large. As a result, not only are most Americans (increasingly) ignorant of the contents of the Bible, but they are also almost completely in the dark about what scholars have been saying about the Bible for the past two centuries. This book is meant to help redress that problem." 
                                                                                          -- from Jesus, Interrupted

Dr. Ehrman is the James A. Gray Distinguished Professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Prior to this he taught for four years at Rutgers University. He received his Masters of Divinity and PhD from Princeton Theological Seminary. As he explains in the opening chapter of his book, he was baptised in a Congregational Church and reared as an Episcopalian before, in his teens, attending a ‘Youth for Christ’ club at his high school. After school he enrolled at the Moody Bible Institute in Chicago and trained for ministry. Then it was on to Wheaten, an evangelical Christian college in Illinois. Totally dedicated to his Bible studies, Ehrman learned by heart large parts of the Bible, including entire books of the New Testament. He learned Greek and decided to dedicate his life to studying the Greek manuscripts of the New Testament. Off he duly went to Princeton where he got his masters and doctorate – his PhD thesis awarded magna cum laude. During his time at Princeton, he was actively involved in Pastoral work in a variety of churches in the US. At some point in his life, doubts about God – in particular the problem of suffering in the world – gnawed away at him and Ehrman lost his faith. Today he claims to be an agnostic. He details his reasons in another book (God’s Problem: How the Bible Fails to Answer Our Most Important Question – Why We Suffer ISBN-10: 0061173924). In this book, Jesus, Interrupted, Ehrman is not interested in the problem of suffering but rather the contradictory accounts in the Bible and why discussion of these apparent contradictions seem rarely to take place outside of theological seminaries.
Throughout the book, Ehrman is insistent that this view of the Bible is (a) not a radical idea dreamt up by him alone but the basis of theological training and (b) that none of these ideas necessarily lead to atheism or agnosticism. He’s keen to point out that most of his Christian friends and colleagues would find nothing new in his account of the Bible and all of them are still strong in their faith. His purpose is to question why the historical-critical method of reading the Bible is not practiced outside of theological colleges and not to have readers questioning their faith.
So, what is the book like?
Firstly, Ehrman has written for a non-academic audience, his style is easy reading and engaging. He wants us to read the books of the New Testament critically, to question what the authors (often who the authors) were up to. This isn’t a bad idea when reading any book and the same applies to Ehrman and Jesus, Interrupted. What is Ehrman up to? A rather cynical response would be that he’s cashing in on Da Vinci Code readers hungry for more (pseudo)theological titbits to share at dinner parties. This could be a motivating factor, I’m sure it crossed the minds of his publishers. More likely is that he has his own opinion on things and is keen to pass this opinion on to others. Perhaps he is too keen. The book appears to be written for an audience with little (certainly very little, compared to the author) detailed knowledge of the Bible.  Ehrman establishes his credentials early on, explains in detail what the historical-critical method of interpreting the Bible involves and how it differs to the approach taken by the general public. He then proceeds to point out the many contradictions that the New Testament appears to be riddled with. Again and again, Ehrman points out that his views are not considered radical and that almost all his colleagues would agree with much of what he says. Of course, some people disagree and these people typically fall into two groups: students on his courses (most of whom eventually come around to his way of thinking) and nameless people with desperate and absurd arguments designed to overcome Biblical inconsistencies. So, we have an author who says:
· I am an expert – you are not

· Other experts agree with me – students and fools do not

This is a red-flag for any careful reader. Not an indication that the author is lying or has some secret agenda. I don’t think that Ehrman is out to make Christians lose their faith. But it is a sign to read the book cautiously. Ehrman has his point to make and he is going to make it. I accept that he is a Bible scholar and that I am not. I’m sure many other Bible scholars agree with what he has to say. Doubtless many of his students are resistant to these ideas and in all probability many of them may come around to his point of view. However, I’m equally sure that there are many Bible scholars that do not agree with Ehrman’s conclusions and have intelligent critiques of their own. This is occasionally admitted by Ehrman but we never get to hear these critiques in the book. 

A second red-flag is that not only does Ehrman have the luxury of being an undisputed expert lecturing an unknowledgeable audience but that he has such an easy time of making his point (this isn’t to say it was emotionally easy for Ehrman). In more balanced arguments the author will always have problems here and there, weaknesses in his or her position and often problems he or she can not overcome. This doesn’t mean that he or she can not reach conclusions but often the route to these conclusions is at times difficult to navigate with certainty. This is especially so with difficult and complex issues. Understanding and critiquing the Bible is a complex task!

Is Jesus, Interrupted worth reading?

I would say that yes, it is. Ehrman raises some interesting issues, all worth thinking about. My faith has been strengthened because engaging with Ehrman’s book necessarily means engaging with the Bible. And, the more I engage with the Bible the stronger my faith becomes. When Ehrman asks why, for example, Mark’s Gospel gives one account of Jesus and John’s gives another – I too must ask the same question. When Ehrman wonders why his students who believe the Bible is the direct word of God have not read all of it but have read all of Harry Potter, the direct word of J. K. Rowling – I wonder why this is the case and question my own attitude to reading the Bible. This isn’t to say that I question my faith, or doubt my belief in Jesus. Ehrman’s book is challenging but by no means too great a challenge for the majority of Christians.
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