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General Impressions
1

What Scholars Have Established.  Ehrman’s general claim is that he is setting forth the findings of NT scholarship as it has been taught in seminaries for many years but is hidden from the public (this, oddly, despite the success of Marcus Borg’s, Bishop Spong’s, and J.D. Crossan’s popular works who say they are doing the same thing).  
However, Ben Witherington, a well-known and respected NT scholar, says that Ehrman’s primary field is textual criticism, not New Testament studies as such – further, that he has never published any scholarly articles in NT studies, and “the guild” has  progressed in many ways in the last 30 years which are not reflected in Ehrman’s book.  Witherington says that Ehrman appears to be teaching what they both learned at Princeton together, not what the current scholars are saying.
2

Inerrancy-Centric.  Ehrman’s approach to the NT seems to be “inerrancy-centric.”  It seems to me (and to Witherington) that he carries over many of his fundamentalist pre-conceptions to the study - continuing to engage in a kind of wooden literalist interpretation.   For instance, he seems to feel that if one thing is out of place, the whole edifice is invalidated, and so he triumphantly brings out verbal differences, sometimes multiple times (e.g. “You are my Son” vs. “This is my Son”).
3

The “Gospel Truth”.  Ehrman presents his material as the gospel truth, as “how it is”, or at least “how modern scholars say it is.”  He simply does not discuss the pros and cons of hardly anything.  
He does anticipate objections from time to time, but usually fundamentalist objections (such as the possible view that Jesus cleansed the temple several times); he does not acknowledge any scholarly explanations (such as Witherington’s point that if John’s gospel was not arranged in strict chronological order, the problem is solved).  
His book thus appears to be heavily polemic in nature, and cannot be seen as a balanced presentation.  Of course, this is not always bad, and the ambitious scope of the work probably doesn’t admit a lot of discussion, but I think it is too convenient to submit one barrage of accusations after another and leave it to others to sort it out.  At least that’s my impression.


Areas of Agreement
I find that I am actually in agreement, or partial agreement, on several points Ehrman makes or assumes.  (But there’s usually a “but”)
I AGREE that the position of inerrancy is strange at best.  Since it holds that the original documents (not the ones we have) were inerrant, it acknowledges that these documents have been non-infallibly transmitted and translated.  So what’s the point of incerrancy?  People advocating inerrancy seem to be wary of the slippery-slope phenomenon (if one thing is wrong, then who knows how many things are wrong?), but the beginning of the slope has already been breached.  What we now have is fallible.

So I am content to be without a position on inerrancy, because I haven’t studied it.  But I am more than willing to give it up for argument’s sake.  I don't see that inerrancy is taught in the NT, but is instead inferred by theologians from a few separate passages, and some of the inferences may be questionable.  
I am also not afraid of the slippery slope.  In fact, I have already agreed that the "staff or not a staff" is a real contradiction, and there may be more contradictions or errors in various places.  That's the risk of looking at four separate accounts of the same set of events.  They don’t have to be detail-perfect to be valid and yield truth.
I AGREE that there was dispute about the inclusion or exclusion of the "antilegomena", i.e. disputed books such as the Pastorals, 2 Peter, and Revelation.  HOWEVER the "homologoumena", i.e. the four gospels, Acts, and some of Paul's epistles, are enough to judge the truth of Christianity, and that is what concerns me most.  Conversations about the formation of canon are beside the point for this purpose.
I AGREE that there are thousands of differences in the texts in the 400AD-1500AD documents, but that these don’t affect the overall doctrine (which E is clear to say).  HOWEVER the overall message is what matters when considering whether Christianity is true.  Textual criticism has figured out most of this  stuff; besides, the two Codices from the early 300's say virtually the same thing that we have today, and so what happened in the later 300’s, 400’s, 500’s, etc. (“centuries later”) is completely irrelevant. 
I AGREE that the whole fundamentalist mind-set is silly, or tragic, depending on your mood.  Hundreds of students who pay lip-service to the inerrancy of the Bible but don't read it; a third-hand religion based on conformity and fuzzy thinking; American assumptions about heaven/hell and decades of a certain point of view with no regard for the first century original hearers; etc. 

I AGREE that we should think for ourselves and not just believe what our mommies and daddies tell us.  Absolutely.  HOWEVER I see similarities in Ehrman’s classes (as he describes them) to the kind of onslaught that I went through in college.  I will say that, in my experience, the professor did not present more than one side, was sarcastically bombastic in his ridicule of “believers”, and never did get around to laying out specific arguments for his view.  Maybe I read Ehrman too much in this light, but I can’t help but see some similarities.
I AGREE that pseudonymous writings, where they have occurred, are out-and-out forgeries.  It was refreshing to see him saying this.  I never have understood the guys that tried to have it both ways - that writers wrote "in the name and authority of" some figure, and that this was somehow ok and accepted.  This never seemed to stand up when reading the actual texts themselves (the pastorals, for instance).  But Ehrman says they are just forgeries.  HOWEVER, I don’t agree that the pastorals (for instance) were pseudonymous, but I also say it doesn’t matter, since they could be complete fakes and my evidential argument would still stand.
I AGREE that the NT docs were written by real people and that the NT should not be construed as a magical book.  I accept that the standards of historiography (internal, external, collateral evidence) should be applied.  HOWEVER, I don’t believe that the "historical-critical" method has always maintained a critical balance in following these guidelines.


Where I Think He’s Wrong
1

Contradictions.  If you and I give separate accounts of some event, and we report different things, we can't leap to the conclusion that these are contradictory unless they actually contradict each other.  This form of the argument from silence is especially dangerous.  If the two accounts can be taken to be complementary, then they are not contradictions.  See the basketball examples.  If we reasoned in this way, the only evidence accepted by legal courts would be verbally identical testimonies.  
2

Literary Integrity.  Ehrman makes the point that each author must stand on his own.  We cannot interpret one author in light of another, or try to combine them, because then we have developed a new story, our own story; and (1) this loses the individual meaning, and (2) (cleverly) how are we to elevate our own story over the gospel authors?

It is true, that we need to allow each author to speak for himself, but even if we combine accounts or view one account in light of another, we can always go back and look at the single narrative in isolation.  What if we are dealing with four accounts of a set of events (say, a small set such as a basketball game, or a very large set such as Jesus’ ministry), then the reason for looking at the accounts is for determining the truth of what happened.  We are not so much interested in literary appreciation, but getting behind the accounts to the facts which  the accounts describe.  If X and Y accounts say complementary things, then it does no violence to the facts to put them together!  In fact, this binocular vision is just how we determine what happened from individual testimony.  
This is an important foundation for everything Ehrman wants to say in this book; and, accordingly, he makes this point over and over again.  It sounds good, but it is not valid.  If we accept this one point, then any attempt to view the writings as complementary is completely ruled out.   

3

The Synoptic Problem.  I vehemently disagree with the all-too-facile followers of the Marcan Priority hypothesis, liberal or conservative.  One time, J.D. Crossan said that if the direct literary dependency of Matthew on Mark, and Luke on Mark (and maybe Matthew) were disproved, then all of his conclusions would have to be re-thought.  The irresistible inference from  the Marc hypothesis is that, if this is accepted, then Matthew and Luke intentionally deviated from Marc in their own ways – deviations which are easily and naturally seen as disagreements, or as indications that none of them were trying to relate what actually happened.

I wrote a paper arguing that, whatever the sources for the four gospels did, they did not copy each other (“Structured Stories With Eyewitness Control”); and until someone reads and refutes my paper on that, I will stick to my opinions.  
4

Dating of the Gospels. Ehrman rehearsed what seems to me to be a weak argument that strings out the synoptics chronologically with arbitrary spacing - if Mark is about 70AD, then since Matthew and Luke are later, they should be stretched out to circa 80 and 85.  That's it.  Pure guesswork, based on the Marc priority theory.  Why not 70, 71, and 72?  There is absolutely nothing to engage John John A.T. Robinson's well-crafted contention that there is no evidence pushing the gospels out past 70.

5

Papias and Irenaeus.  He uses an ambiguity in Papias' account about Matthew to cast doubt upon his very clear account about Mark - a good wedge move.  And he drives the wedge home by undermining Papias' credibility because other Christians (such as Eusebius) disagreed with him about theological points such as the millennium.  He says in effect, If Papias can’t be trusted in these things, why should he be trusted when it comes to Mark?  But, the reader is tempted to respond:  If Ehrman himself can’t be trusted in his treatment of contradictions, why should we believe him in the rest of his book? 
Irenaeus is just not credible because he lived too late.  Ehrman doesn't even discuss Irenaeus' very probable connection with John through Polycarp.  
6

Prophecy.  According to Ehrman, there are two kinds of passages in the NT which people think are fulfillment of messianic prophecies:  (1) those where the OT didn't attribute this to the Messiah, and (2) those where, if it did, then the NT writers just penciled in a story to make it look like fulfilled prophecy.  So there you go - whatever the data says, he wins.

7

Illiteracy of the Gospel Writers.  Here, Ehrman says something I haven’t heard.  And it is puzzling.  He says that the disciples were all illiterate and hardly spoke Greek.  Period.  He assumes that Matthew's tax collector status is the lowest possible.  Luke is not even mentioned, since he is plausibly a companion of Paul and also a literate man.  Mark is brushed over. 
However, Ehrman is simply wrong about the ability of the disciples to speak and understand Greek.  In a personal email to me, Mark Allan Powell, Chair of the Historical Jesus Section of the SBL and a top NT scholar, Powell says:
"There is now a strong tradition among scholars that Greek was a primary language in the earliest church, indeed, that Jesus and his twelve disciples would have known Greek." (email 3/17/03)

More about this on my websites.  See:

http://www.ericknelson.net/Apol/ssec/SSEC5.htm
· The Language of the Jerusalem Community

About each gospel writer:
· John, being a young man at the time of Jesus' life, may well have increased his writing skill and/or worked with a scribe (which, contra Bart, would not have made the scribe the real author).  
· Matthew.  Some tax collectors had a form of short-hand which was used for business, and it's very possible that the disciple Matthew wrote notes.  There is no reason to think that the disciple Matthew would have been unable to write the first gospel. 
· Mark.  It's very likely that when  Peter presented the gospel in Rome in the early 60's before his death there, he did so in Greek.  If Mark recorded the substance of his sermons, translation may not have been necessary.
· Luke.  Conveniently not mentioned by Ehrman, the most he can say is that Luke was not one of the 12 and therefore not an eyewitness to Jesus, but the entire “illiterate” argument falls apart when applied to Luke and Acts.  
Regarding advanced composition skills, Bart claims that the gospels and epistles are such wonderful literature that a writer would have to be an expert in rhetoric, which allows him to pay lip service to the Bible at the same time he undermines the authorship.  On the other hand, the Form Critics notoriously claimed that the synoptic pericopae were like “beads on a string”, and perhaps were not instances of great modern literature. 

8

Telephone Game.  This is a chestnut that does not stand scrutiny.  There was a real living line between the disciples, who were eyewitnesses, and their own students.  For instance, Clement of Rome writes around 90 or so that he still has the voices of the apostles ringing in his ears.  If he was in Rome in the 60's, and there is no reason to doubt it since he was in Rome in 70, then he was in a perfect position to know what Peter and Paul preached when they were in Rome.  And so were the other people in the Roman church.  This was not done in a corner.  This is no telephone game situation, as Ehrman portrays, but people who knew the principals and what they preached.  Ignatius and Polycarp were in similar positions to know what the disciples preached in great detail.
9

Acts vs. Paul.  Playing Acts and Paul's epistles off against each other was tactic of the early 1900’s, and has been thoroughly rebutted (Cf Machen, The Origin of Paul’s Religion).  Amusingly, Ehrman, who is skeptical of virtually everything he touches, suddenly takes Paul as "gospel", and if Acts seems to contradict Paul's statement, then Paul has to be right.  These differences are easily reconciled.

10

Deity of Christ.  This subject deserves careful and thoughtful treatment.  Ehrman doesn't play fair when he points out the charge of blasphemy in John but hides the charge of blasphemy in the synoptics - at Jesus' trial!  He brushes off "Son of God" as if it were only the term that made Jesus special in the synoptics, without engaging the whole tenor of the gospels.  Per old-school doctrine, he finds a building of deity over time, but conveniently forgets that Paul presents a full-blown deity claim in several places, and Paul quotes a yet-earlier hymn in Philippians.  If anything, he would have to assert an initial high-deity, descending in the synoptics, and moving back up in John, which is silly on the face of it.
11

Gnostic Writings.  Like Elaine Pagels, Ehrman spends a lot of time considering writings that are 100 years later than the core NT, and couldn't possibly be better from the standpoint of eyewitness reportage.  He dignifies people who made up their own religion as "Christians" on a par with the those who followed the first century gospel.  Remember that Ehrman does not dispute the first-century authorship of the NT books, nor does he dispute the fact that these other books were mid-second century or later in most cases.  I have always thought this is a red herring and kind of an obfuscation move.

12

First-Century Historians.  Ehrman is shocked that no Roman or Jewish historian until the end of the century report anything about Jesus.  Josephus 92AD, yes (but edited by Christians, which is probably true); Tacitus and Pliny around 112AD.  But where were the historical writings in the 40's, 50's, etc.?  Well, what Jewish historical writings do we have about anything during that time?  None that I know of.  What Roman writings.  I don't know of any, although there may be some, but Ehrman doesn't name them.  So I think this is pretty overblown, considering the fact that Jesus was not a huge figure to the Roman government.  And whatever they said about him in Jerusalem was wiped out with the Roman invasion.

13

Multiple Attestation.  Small point.  Multiple Attestation is a strange doctrine on several counts, and has customarily been used selectively to prove a point.  First, what if you have four accounts of the same general event, but different particulars are described?  Ehrman’s view, if he is consistent, is that these represent  contradictions!  But if they all say the same thing, then they copied from each other and are not independent.

Further, if the independent accounts are unreliable anyway, then what good does it do for them all to mention the same thing?  And if the stories are seen as mythical or metaphorical, then there is no “attestation” at all, there is just a set of stories.

Dissimilarity has long been exposed as a joke, since the only Jesus who survives cannot by definition be Jewish or be as Christians have described him.  He is the wacky Jesus, the eccentric Jesus.
14

Psalms and Revelation.  I could certainly understand the person who is concerned about the OT stories about the Israelites taking over the “promised land” by force, and the warfare found in the Bible.  But Ehrman focuses his outrage on two examples which either show his own naivete’ or are just calculated to fake out the average Joe.  He actually cites the “imprecatory” passages in the Psalms to show that God hates babies, and he cites the Lake of Fire passages in Revelation to show that God will send non-believers to hell for 30 trillion years (just for starters).  

Ehrman ignores the fact that Psalms is a collection of songs.  These vent the writer’s own frustration and anger, they don’t necessarily show he heart of God.  I myself wrote “Though I try to be like them, I hate them just the same”, but didn’t mean to imply that this is God’s view.  Even someone who holds to inerrancy is not obliged to believe that God hates babies.

He also ignores the fact the Revelation is a vision.  It is not sober theology, nor is it easy to derive sound theological principles from it.  Again, even someone who holds to inerrancy is not obliged to believe that God will send all unbelievers into the Lake of Fire.  There are, indeed, passages in the gospels and Paul which talk about the life beyond, but they themselves must be taken in balance.  



Last Impressions
Ok, where does this leave us?

1

Concerning the truth of Christianity, I could simply concede much of what Ehrman asserts (not all), and Christianity could be completely true.  For the sake of argument, let's just say that the textual corruption is exactly as he states it, and that the disputed books are spurious, that the OT is all messed up, and that our current version of the NT has mistakes and even some contradictions.  The result is that the deity and resurrection claims for Jesus are unaffected.  I just thought that was interesting.
2
Current Scholarship.  Ehrman warns us that nothing he says is very new, it's all standard stuff.  Since I've read the standard material, I agree.  But I think I agree with Witherington that it seems like Ehrman is just re-hashing the liberal NT line of the 60's and 70's.  If this is what is still being taught in seminaries (I have no idea), it needs to get updated to reflect the NT scholarship of the last 30 years or so.  If Ehrman’s book does not engage current scholarship, if he just ignores it, he should come clean early on.
3

General Approach.  This struck me as a barrage of attacks - hit and move on.  Each charge would take a chapter just to unravel and make the issues clear.  It is actually a good compendium of objections to not only the inerrancy but the reliability of the New Testament which might be read and dealt with before going to seminary.  But as he doesn’t engage pros-and-cons or the ideas of current scholars in any way, his one-sided view is very limited.
4
What Bugs Me.  There are five things that jump out at me, and not in a good way.   
(a)   I absolutely hate trick arguments – cute points which use invalid arguments as rhetorical devices to prove a point.  Like Crossan’s “gospel” means “good news”, which means its meaning can be dynamically changed with the times so that it always tells the readers what they want to hear.  The worst of Ehrman’s, to me, were 2, 6, 7, and 8.  Especially 2.
(b)   He sometimes makes flat-out assertions that are not true (the reputed authors couldn't have written the gospels because they didn't speak [much] Greek and were illiterate), and leaves out counter-examples and exceptions (e.g. Luke).

(c)   Ehrman relies heavily on argument from authority - that he is presenting the  predominant scholarly position - which the common person will take at face value; the old "assured results of modern criticism."  But he relies on his authority (he often fails to provide explanation); he is not a "New Testament scholar" except as a textual critic (and so is reporting from “outside the guild”, so to speak; and his thesis is more a representative of 70’s scholarship than current or even recent work.
(d)   He does not fairly present both sides of hardly any issue at all.  It's all one way, his way, the "scholarly" way.  He is either completely ignorant of opposing scholarly views, or has chosen not to reveal them.  

Finally, what really bugs me is that Ehrman takes such obvious delight in his superiority over all these his dummies, the students who come into his class like sheep to the slaughter, painfully ignorant of NT issues, parroting what they have heard at church.  Here is a man who makes his living in large part by setting up clever ways to expose his students for the naïve and ignorant bumblers that they are.  

Having suffered under one of these professors in university “Bible” classes, I remember the humiliation and shame for even asking whether the truth of this material matters.  The arrogance was astonishing.  I may be biased on this, but even so, I really believe that skeptics need to be skeptical of their own material.  This book is a pretty good example of that need.


Appendix A.

A copy of Ben Witherington’s Review is embedded here:
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Appendix B.

What if we lived several years in the future and found four internet sports articles about a game between the Lakers and the Magic in the 2009 Finals?  Using the techniques often employed when analyzing the New Testament, how would we view these documents?  Here is a semi-humorous write-up, and a quick harmonization.  
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Lakers Magic Example 

Harmonization


By:  Erick Nelson


Last Updated:  June 10, 2009





THE SHOT (MISSED)

In The Shot narrative, Hedo Turkoglu passes the ball in from out-of-bounds with 0.6 seconds left in the game.  He throws a high (“alley-oop”) lob pass to guard Courtney Lee near the basket, Lee misses the shot as time expires, and the game is eventually lost in overtime.  But in the three descriptions of The Shot, a careful reading of the texts reveals several contradictions.


   The Pass


In the Withers tradition, Turkoglu executed a perfect alley-oop, it was “right there.”  Mahoney’s depiction of the Pass was that it was imperfect:  he “may have led him a step too far.”  


The pass was good but not perfect.  If it had been just out in front of the rim, Lee would have a much better opportunity to stop his momentum and make the shot.  As it was, Turkoglu did lead him a little too far, which caused Lee to move toward the baseline, making the shot more difficult.  But the pass was still so good, considering that it was thrown across the court from half-court, that it was a fabulous alley-oop.  Calling it “perfect” was true for all practical purposes.


Fallacy:  Pressing the literal meaning of words farther than intended.  Not allowing for the features of natural language.


   Was Lee Open?


In Ludden, Lee was totally, unbelievably open.  However, Withers directly contradicts this, saying that 7-footer Pao Gasol was “closing on him”, and that this forced Lee to alter his shot.


Lee was totally open when he came off of the screen toward the basket.  Kobe was left behind.  And he was still open when the ball was in the air.  But as he caught the ball, Gasol was rushing at him and most probably did alter the shot.  In fact, Gasol was later accused of goal-tending by his own coach because he touched the net and rim in his effort to get to the ball.  That’s how close he was.


Fallacy:  Confusing a description at time A with description at time B.


   Difficulty of the Shot


Ludden implies that this was an extremely easy shot (“a short bank shot’), and Mahoney declares that it couldn’t have been much easier and that the pass led Lee right under the hoop.  Withers, however, implies that the shot was difficult because Lee was forced to alter his shot. 


In one sense, it was an easy shot.  It was close to the basket and was a virtual layup.  In another sense, it was a difficult shot.  Lee was hurtling toward the backboard and couldn’t compensate enough, so the shot banged hard off the glass.  It was especially difficult, in another sense, because here was the play of the Finals, possibly determining the outcome of the whole year, in front of millions of people, with the pressure on a rookie who was trying to do an alley-oop while being just about the shortest guy on the floor.  So it was easy, it was hard.


Fallacy:  Assuming that there is only one sense of the term.


   How the Shot Bounced

There is disagreement between Withers and Ludden on the one hand, and Mahoney on the other.  For the Withers/Ludden tradition, the ball caromed off the backboard, then the front of the rim.  But for Mahoney, it “rolled” off the rim; “just came out”, which is very different.


This is the one time that the reporter’s version was actually a little wrong.  It totally caromed off the backboard and bounced off the front rim.  There was no “rolling”; saying it “just came out” was true, but combined with “rolling”, it sounds like it was doing a toilet-bowl, which was not what happened.

Fallacy:  Allowing a minor error to be magnified by an ambiguous phrase.


   Two Layup Narratives

Ludden has only one account, the Shot.  Mahoney calls this a “layup.”  Withers clearly confuses these two depictions and generates two separate accounts:  first a missed layup at 10.5 seconds remaining, then the Shot at .6 seconds.

Both layups really happened, and he blew them both.  Only one reporter (Withers) mentioned the second layup.


Fallacy:  Argument from Silence – that not mentioning something means that the author does not know it happened.


   The Background of the Play


There was no preparation or precedent mentioned by Withers – the play seems to spring out of the moment.  In the Mahoney myth, this play was based on a similar play, two years ago (before Van Gundy) with Dwight Howard dunking over Tim Duncan.  However, Ludden knows nothing about this narrative, and instead relates a story about working on the play in practice, but never in a game.


Silence does not mean disagreement.  Yes, there was a precedent, and yes, they tried it with Lee in practice but never in a game.


Fallacy:  Argument from Silence + confusing precedent with preparation.


   Setting Up the Shot

It is strange that Withers and Ludden contradict each other so blatantly on Turkoglu’s block of Kobe Bryant’s shot to set up The Shot.  Withers places this at 1.8 seconds to go in the game, and Ludden clearly states that this was at 0.6 seconds remaining.


Turkoglu got his hand on Kobe’s shot at 1.8, and recovered the ball, calling timeout.  The referees put .6 seconds on the clock.  So in one sense T blocked the shot at 1.8, and in another he blocked it at .6 seconds.


Fallacy:  Confusing a wider sense of the word (“block”) with the narrower sense.


   Conclusion


And so, if we are to treat this as sober history, we are required to believe and impressive set of distinct contradictions: 


· that Hedo Turkoglu blocked Bryant’s shot at 1.8 seconds and at .6 seconds


· that he made a perfect pass and an imperfect one 


· that the shot was easy and it was difficult


· that the shot bounced hard off the glass and rim and that it just rolled out


· that Lee missed one layup and two layups


· and the play was prepared and that it was not.  


The reader is surprised that we are not also asked to believe both that Courtney Lee made the shot and that he didn’t.


And so here we see absolutely faithful, truthful renditions of the same event, different in several details, each using his/her own words and interpretations.  There are several superficial discrepancies that can be harmonized at a deeper level.  This is the kind of independent testimony that trial lawyers look for.


In application to the four gospels, we should take this away three lessons.  


1


The first is that, for any non-trivial span of time where interesting things happen, there are thousands, maybe even millions of discrete “things” happening.  Words, gestures, thoughts, movements, … all of these make up the events to be reported.  The reporter must summarize - because of the practical difficulties of relating everything, and the fact that interest tends to wane with the length of the narrative.  That’s not a bad thing, it’s a good thing; and at any rate, inevitable.


2


Second, it is not necessary to put each report in its own glass and revere it.  The point is not, or at least not usually, to see each report as separate and unique with its own perfect story.  The point should be, if the reports can be harmonized (are not truly contradictory) to see them as complementary.  But why?  Because the real point is to understand what happened, and therefore the reports can supplement each other in detail and emphasis.  It’s ok to see each “angle”, but it’s even better to put the four angles together to see the binocular vision (“quad”-ocular?) which leads to a better rendering of the reality.

3


The fallacies that caused problems in this narrative do not cease to be fallacies when they are applied to the gospels.  We must not read too much into the Silence of an author; we must understand that these passages employ natural language and not rigorous logical language; we must keep change-over-time in mind; and we must allow a fair and reasonable understanding of the passage to rule.
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Differences and Contradictions


In the Four Gospels – An Example


By:  Erick Nelson


Last Updated:  June 9, 2009





INTRODUCTION


At a book-store, I first saw John Dominic Crossan’s name when I picked up one of his books, and there I turned to a page where he talks about alleged contradictions in the four gospels.  I read there, as I stood in the book store, that there are so many contradictions that no reasonable person could ever conclude that these are competent eyewitness accounts – and that in fact they are something more like spiritual stories and myth.


Later, when working on a research paper called The Metaphorical Gospel Theory, I tried to carefully analysis Crossan’s point, which is made eloquently in a 2000 email debate, and responded to it with a chapter on contradictions.


Harmonization

It seems that any attempt to harmonize the four gospel accounts is met with suspicion.  “Sure”, some would say, “if you want to torture the text to make it all fit, then these can usually be ‘harmonized’; but this is just too ad hoc, too obviously a case of trying to pound a square peg into a round hole.”  And I can see how this could be viewed in that way.


Three Points

But I also remember that point that, when trying to evaluate separate accounts of an event, there are two things which are problems:  when they are exactly the same (because this is a sign of collusion, or at least lack of independence), and when they demonstrably contradict.  Note that a contradiction would not necessarily rule both testimonies out of court; it would only mean that they can’t both be correct (in the area of concern).


Second, it must be clearly understood that differences in a text purporting to describe “what happened” are not necessarily contradictions.  The rule of thumb is that two accounts are not contradictory if a third account can be constructed which combines them in a plausible way.  In fact, it is exactly “superficial discrepancies that can be harmonized at a deeper level” which is the best possible type of eyewitness evidence.


Third, there is are two important ruling principles in philosophy when analyzing arguments – that of Fidelity and Charity.  Fidelity means to represent the argument exactly as it is.  Charity means, when there is any doubt, to give the argument the benefit of the doubt – to put the best possible construction on it.


Four Gospels

Therefore, when looking at the four gospels, it just seems right to me that we should see if we can harmonize them in a reasonable way.  For instance, if one gospel has Jesus saying “I thirst” and in another he says, “Father forgive them”, it seems perfectly legitimate to postulate that he said both things, since the utterance of one would not preclude the utterance of the other.


And if one gospel has Jesus giving a “sermon on the mount”, and another has him giving a “sermon on the plain”, and they are similar but not identical, I see no problem in saying that he probably gave both sermons – in fact, following N.T. Wright, it would be expected that Jesus must have given that kind of sermon dozens of times!


Special Pleading

But I’m sure it is still objected, “But this is special pleading.  You want these to harmonize, and if you are clever enough you can do it, but you are proving nothing.”  To answer this, in my chapter on contradictions, I tried to use a basketball analogy to show that two people reporting the same game (such as the now-famous game when Michael Jordan was a dominant force one day when he had the flu and was required to take IV fluids constantly) could say very different things, but both accounts would be true – and the harmonization of the accounts would be the best picture of all.




BASKETBALL AND REPORTING

Recently I’ve been thinking about this, and – lo and behold! – I ran across two articles in the daily newspaper that reported the dramatic NBA Finals game (2) between the Lakers and the Magic.  When I saw this on the web, there were two more articles.  I started to think, what if I were to approach these with the same kind of eye for contradiction that seems to be set against the gospels?  


I know that these are four semi-independent accounts by professional reporters.  I also know that each one will have his/her own emphasis, and descriptions of the same events will vary somewhat.  To make things even better, I saw the game the night before, and so I know what the harmonization should be!  


And so, here are the four accounts, word for word, and my semi-humorous attempt to treat them as historical documents who have failed the test of consistency, and thus of authenticity.  And, being the philosopher that I am, I find fairly deep meaning in these accounts and conclude that they are mythic narratives rather than woodenly literal attempts to portray historical events.


My Point

And here’s the point that I want to derive from all of this.  What if we could treat the four gospels like writings from four different people, in which the claim (at least) is made that they are describing the things Jesus really said and did.  One problem is the popular view of an “inerrancy” dogma which makes people look for either Divine Dictation, or else go away disappointed.


Let me emphasize that the examples I picked out here were almost literally at random.  We could do this with almost any similar accounts.  These were especially interesting because they focused on a 0.6 second time-frame and still were chock-full of apparent discrepancies.


Here’s my point:  We should at least be as courteous to these ancient documents as we are to the things we read every day in books, newspapers, magazines, and see on TV.




Contradictions in the

Lakers vs.  Magic Myth

Several months ago, Digital Archeologists recently uncovered a treasure trove of electronic newspaper stories from the earliest days of the century.  They appear to describe an important basketball game between the “Lakers” and the “Magic” taking place more than thirty years ago, June 8, 2009.

While certain people claim that these stories describe events that actually happened, and that they are a true and faithful account, scholars have now conclusively established that they are to be understood as a form of mythical literature which uses sporting contests as a metaphor for Life.


Even the names of the teams cry out that this is so.  One team puts forth the fluid, cool, glassy impression of a great lake, with depths upon depths.  Apparently passive, it can be stirred up like a soul’s violent emotions.  The other team “teems” with sparkling, explosive, awe-inspiring magic that can change even the worst situation into something wonderful.

The clash, or rather the intricate dance, of the Deep Water and the Healing Spirit, portrays life in its fullness.  


But why do scholars reject the narrow, wooden, literalism of the “sports” aficionados?  First, it is clear from a careful reading of the texts that they flatly contradict each other on every important point – from the specific details of an event that took longer than a second, to the Big Picture.  It is very possible that the final redactors of these traditions knew of the others, and framed their narratives in response – or perhaps they worked independently, re-crafting and interpreting an ancient core tale.


But whatever they did, it is clear that these four stories represent two diametrically opposed schools of thought, and the details therein are driven by apologetic and homiletic motives.  Let us read the four narratives as they were discovered.




WITHERS

Lakers escape in OT to take 2-0 lead over Magic


By TOM WITHERS, AP Sports Writer June 8 


As purple and gold confetti tumbled from above and Jack, Denzel and the usually laid-back L.A.  crowd roared, Kobe Bryant and the Lakers headed off on their final road trip this season.  They were lucky and relieved, but hardly satisfied.  It’s not time for that.


“What’s there to be happy about?” Bryant asked, unwilling to crack a smile on the menacing game face he has maintained for a week.  “The job is not finished.”  The Lakers needed a miss by Orlando rookie guard Courtney Lee on a perfectly executed alley-oop play in the final second of regulation to get to overtime, then escaped with a 101-96 win over the Magic on Sunday night to take a 2-0 lead in the NBA finals.


So dominant in winning the opener, the Lakers squeaked by.  But by 25 points or by one, they had a victory.  “I don’t think we dodged a bullet,” Bryant said.  “They bounced back like we knew they would, played extremely well, and we got out of here with a win.” Pau Gasol scored seven of his 24 points in overtime and Bryant finished with 29 for the Lakers, who became the fifth straight team to win the first two games of the series at home.  In that span, only the 2006 Dallas Mavericks failed to win a title after being up 2-0.  And since the NBA went to the 2-3-2 format in 1985, 11 of 12 teams winning the first two games have gone on to win the championship.


The Lakers are now off to Florida for Game 3 on Tuesday night at Amway Arena.  They’ll play at least two games there with a chance to win their 15th title.  “We just did our job defending our home court,” Bryant said.  “Now it’s time to go to Orlando and see if we can’t get one.” 

The Magic had their chance in Game 2.  Lee missed it—and he actually had two shots at putting Orlando ahead.  With the score tied at 88-88, he drove the lane and misfired on a contested layup with 10.5 seconds remaining.  The Lakers called time with 9.1 seconds to play, and after Lamar Odom caught the inbound pass, he quickly gave it to Bryant, who drove into a crowd.  Bryant attempted an off-balance 12-footer, but his shot was blocked from behind by Turkoglu with 1.8 seconds left.


The horn sounded and the star-studded Staples Center crowd braced for overtime.


But the officials huddled at the scorer’s table and decided to put 0.6 seconds back on the clock because Turkoglu grabbed the ball and called timeout.


Turkoglu couldn’t find anyone open on the initial inbound play and had to call time again.  On the Magic’s second attempt, Lee got free on a perfectly executed play and caught Turkoglu’s long lob pass as he neared the left side of the basket.  But with 7-foot Gasol closing in on him, Lee slightly altered his shot, which caromed off the backboard and the front of the rim.  “I caught it and just tried to make a play,” Lee said.  “We didn’t lose the game just because I missed the layup.  We could have won the game.”


Orlando coach Stan Van Gundy, able to speak at length on any topic, struggled to explain Lee’s miss.  “Hedo made a great pass, and we missed it,” Orlando coach Stan Van Gundy said.  “I just don’t know what else to say about it.  It was a great pass, it was right there, and he missed it.” Bryant knew how fortunate the Lakers were to hang on.  “It was just a brilliant play,” Bryant said.  “It was just a very, very smart play that he (Van Gundy) drew up.  He knew my eye was more on the shooters coming up and just a hell of a play by a hell of a coach.”


Rashard Lewis scored 34, Howard had 17 points and 16 rebounds and Turkoglu 22 points.  Fourteen years to the day, the Magic got another dose of finals misery.


On June 7, 1995, Orlando had a chance to put Houston away in Game 1, but Magic guard Nick Anderson missed four late free throws in a 120-118 loss to the Rockets, who went on to sweep Orlando in its only previous finals visit.  The Magic will head home thinking about what might have been.  They could be tied 1-1, and with the next three games scheduled in front of their frenzied fans, they could have denied Bryant and the Lakers their first title since 2002.  “We’ve just got to go home and take care of business.”




MAHONEY

Lee’s miss latest painful finals moment for Magic


By BRIAN MAHONEY, AP Basketball Writer June 8

The game was there for the Orlando Magic, but Courtney Lee blew his shot to win it.  A shot that couldn’t have been much easier.  Lee missed a layup that would have won Game 2 of the NBA finals at the fourth-quarter buzzer, and the Magic lost to the Los Angeles Lakers 101-96 in overtime Sunday night, falling into a 2-0 hole.  “He had a close one.  He had a chance to finish the game.  It just wasn’t there for it to happen,” Magic center Dwight Howard said.


A perfectly drawn-up play should have given the Magic their first finals victory.  Instead, it joins Nick Anderson’s botched free throws from the 1995 finals as the most heartbreaking moments in franchise history.  “It was a good play, it was a good pass,” Lee said.  “Coach did a good job of drawing up the right play and I caught it.  I tried to get the ball up as quick as possible and then it rolled off the rim.  

The Magic had the ball on the sideline with the game tied at 88 and 0.6 seconds left.  Rashard Lewis set a pick on Kobe Bryant that freed Lee to cut to the basket, and Hedo Turkoglu lofted a pass that led Lee right under the hoop.  Lee leaped to catch it, but perhaps bothered by Pau Gasol rushing over, threw it off the glass too hard as time expired.  “I was surprised he was kind of wide open,” Gasol said.  “But I tried to contest it as good as I could and then we gave ourselves a chance to win the ballgame.”


The rookie guard immediately put his hands over his head in disbelief and walked toward the bench in that same pose as teammates came onto the court to console him.  Orlando coach Stan Van Gundy had a pained look on his face, perhaps aware his team had just blown the best chance it was going to get to seize home-court advantage before heading back to Florida.


The play was similar to one the Magic used two years ago—before Van Gundy’s arrival—when Howard soared over Tim Duncan to catch Turkoglu’s inbounds lob and dunked it home with 0.2 seconds left for a victory over the San Antonio Spurs.  

Lee, obviously, isn’t able to leap as high as Howard, so he didn’t know if he could finish with a dunk, especially because the pass may have led him just a step too far.


“I probably could have.  I can’t say,” Lee said.  “It was a lob.  You usually try to dunk lobs, but in certain situations you can’t.”


The loss Sunday came on the 14th anniversary of Orlando’s NBA finals debut— an equally painful one.  Poised to beat the defending champion Houston Rockets in Game 1, the Magic watched Anderson brick four consecutive free throws late in the game with a chance to put it away and ended up losing 120-118 in overtime.  Same date, same painful June 7 ending for the Magic.  “It could have been better if he made it, but we can’t really be down on ourselves because we played (better) than we did in the first game,” Turkoglu said.  “It looked good, but it just came out.  We should have just done a better job in overtime.”





HARRIS


History is against teams trailing 0-2 in finals


By BETH HARRIS, AP Sports Writer June 8

History, not just the Los Angeles Lakers, is against the Orlando Magic.  Only three teams have ever come back from an 0-2 deficit to win the NBA finals.  In 1969, the Boston Celtics did it against the Lakers in seven games.  In 1977, Portland trailed Philadelphia before winning four consecutive games.  In 2006, Miami dropped the first two games to Dallas before winning four in a row.  Sunday night’s game was the first to go to overtime since Game 5 in 2006, when the Heat beat the Mavericks 101-100 behind Dwyane Wade’s 43 points.  

Just like Orlando, the Celtics, Trail Blazers and Heat lost the first two games on the road.  The Magic lost 100-75 in Game 1.  The series resumes Tuesday.  “The Lakers did a good job of protecting their home, and now it’s our turn to do the same thing,” Dwight Howard said Sunday night.  “We’ve been in some tough situations.  We’ve just got to fight our way out.” The Magic advanced to the finals by beating Boston in the Eastern Conference semifinals and Cleveland in the finals, winning Game 1 both times.  “I’ve seen series turn,” Orlando coach Stan Van Gundy said.  “We’ve got to go home and play a great game in Game 3 and get the win.”


LEWIS GOES OFF: Instead of losing in overtime, the Orlando Magic could have been blown out for the second straight game.  Rashard Lewis wouldn’t let them.  Lewis kept the Magic in it until Hedo Turkoglu and Dwight Howard finally started playing well, but the Magic fell short and lost 101-96 to the Los Angeles Lakers in Game 2 Sunday night.  Lewis scored 18 of the Magic’s 20 points in the second quarter and finished with a career playoff-high 34 points, 11 rebounds and seven assists.  His six 3-pointers were one shy of the all-time single-game mark, tied last year by Boston’s Ray Allen.


“I wanted to be aggressive early on in the game, if not get shots for myself but create shots for other guys, and I was able to do that,” Lewis said.  Early on, the Magic were threatening to duplicate their dreadful offensive performance from their 25-point loss in the opener.  Orlando shot only 32 percent in the first half, barely above its 30 percent mark on Thursday, and got only seven combined points from Howard and Turkoglu.  Yet the Magic trailed by just five at the break because of Lewis’ brilliance.  He was 8 of 12 for 20 points in the first half after going only 2 of 10 in all of Game 1.  “We made it a good game, but unfortunately didn’t get the win,” Lewis said.  “When you lose a game like that, the stats doesn’t really mean anything.”


NELSON’S REDUCED MINUTES: Magic point guard Jameer Nelson only played seven-plus minutes in the fourth quarter and sat out overtime.  “Whenever we get our minutes, no matter who it is, we go out and play.  Nobody’s complaining about minutes or moping,” Nelson said.  “It was coach’s decision.  Everybody wants to be out there and everybody can’t.  I’m not complaining it.” J.J.  Redick played 27 minutes for the first time since the Eastern Conference semifinals, when the Magic beat Boston.  Nelson totaled 16 minutes Sunday.


Magic coach Stan Van Gundy said all his guards struggled.  “Our guards were 6 for 26.  L.A.’s defense was good, but I thought our guards for the most part had very good open looks,” he said.  “For the most part, we just couldn’t knock anything down.” Redick finished with five points on 2 of 9 shooting.  He missed an open 3 in overtime and turned the ball over when attempting to get a pass into Dwight Howard.





LUDDEN


Magic moment ends with miss


By Johnny Ludden, Yahoo! Sports June 8

The pass left Hedo Turkoglu’s hands, and all Courtney Lee wanted was for the ball to hurry up and get to him.  The clock was frozen at.6 seconds, and everything around Lee seemed to have also stopped in place.  His Orlando Magic teammates.  Kobe Bryant, whom he had just darted past, and the rest of the Los Angeles Lakers.  The nearly 19,000 fans standing on their feet.  It was just Lee, the ball and the basket.  The second game of the NBA Finals had come down to a rookie trying to catch his moment in time.  “I just had to finish,” Lee would later say.


He didn’t, and that’s the curse that has hung over these Magic for nearly a decade and a half.  Fourteen years to the day after Nick Anderson hiccupped away Orlando’s championship hopes at the free-throw line, Lee was in perfect position to give the franchise its first Finals victory.  Like Anderson, he missed.


The pass reached Lee’s hands.  Fate slipped through them.  He caught Turkoglu’s lob, released a short bank shot in the same motion, then watched as the ball caromed off the backboard and glanced off the front of the rim.  The buzzer sounded, and Lee put his hands on his head in disbelief.  The Magic still had overtime to right themselves, but their opportunity was gone.  The Lakers quickly pushed past the Magic for a 101-96 victory that gave them a 2-0 lead in the series.  “By the time I caught it, and tried to make a play,” Lee said, “it was over.”


The Magic’s chances at winning these Finals might be done, too.  They jetted home with the comfort of knowing the next three games will be played in Orlando, but history offers no comfort: Of the past 12 teams to lose Games 1 and 2 of the Finals on the road, only one has rallied to win the series.


The Magic have proven their resilience time and again during these playoffs.  They trailed against the Philadelphia 76ers in the first round.  They trailed the Boston Celtics in the second.  They weathered LeBron James’ miracle shot in the East finals.  But down 2-0, against these Lakers? That might be asking too much, especially when the Magic also know they wasted a terrific chance to even the series.


“There was almost a moment of celebration,” Magic guard J.J.  Redick said.  Almost.  After Turkoglu blocked Bryant’s shot with.6 seconds left in the fourth quarter, the Magic used a timeout to draw up their chance to win.  Turkoglu initially tried to get a lob to Dwight Howard, but burned another timeout when the Magic center couldn’t free himself from Pau Gasol.  Coach Stan Van Gundy changed the play during the huddle: Rashard Lewis, who had carried the Magic most of the night, would set a screen while Lee tried to separate from Bryant and bolt down the lane toward the basket.


The Magic had worked on the play a couple times in practice, but never used it in a game with Lee as the lob option.  It was up to Turkoglu to read the defense, and he gave Lee two words of instruction: Be ready.  “If you can do it on your own guys in practice, you should be able to do it on different teams that have never seen it before,” Lee said.  Kobe later called the play “brilliant,” and that was because it worked perfectly.  Lee got free of him, and, suddenly, was at the rim alone.

“It was kind of surreal for a second,” Redick said, “because I couldn’t believe how open he was.”  Kobe thought the same.  Asked what was going through his mind after he saw Lee head toward the rim, his answer wasn’t fit for FCC standards: “[Bleep]!”  Even Lee likely wondered: I can’t be this open.  “I got a good look at the backboard, tried to get it up there as quick as possible,” he said.  “The ball rolled off the rim.”


Some Magic officials complained that Gasol’s hand might have touched the rim for a possible goal-tending violation.  All Lee knows is he missed – again.  He earlier rimmed out a floater that also would have given the Magic the lead with 33.5 seconds left.  “Both were just about equally good looks,” he said.


The Magic didn’t lose because of Lee’s miss.  Twenty turnovers did them in, along with the poor shooting of nearly everyone but Lewis and Turkoglu.  But Lee did have the best chance to give them a win.


Afterward, he stood in front of his locker and politely answered question after question, replaying the shot in his head time and again.  In the end, he could say only one thing: He missed.  Fourteen years earlier, Nick Anderson did the same.  With the Magic leading the Houston Rockets late in Game 1 of the 1995 Finals, Anderson missed four consecutive free throws.  The Rockets went on to win in overtime then swept the Magic.  A year later, Shaquille O’Neal left Orlando for the Lakers.  Among some fans, Anderson was forever known as “Nick the Brick.”

Lee was 9 years old at the time, but he knows the history.  All the Magic do.  They also know the lesson.  Opportunities like this don’t come along often.  Miss one, and who knows when you’ll get another?




ANALYSIS

THE SHOT (MISSED)

In order to rigorously show the alleged contradictions in these accounts, we will begin with an analysis of “The Shot”, which is described at length in three of the four accounts.


It is clear from even a cursory reading of the three versions, a last-second missed shot by Courtney Lee was the key play of the game.  It is curious, however, that the fourth (Harris) knows nothing about the shot tradition, but, following a certain school, sees other factors as determinative.

In The Shot narrative, Hedo Turkoglu passes the ball in from out-of-bounds with 0.6 seconds left in the game.  He throws a high (“alley-oop”) lob pass to guard Courtney Lee near the basket, Lee misses the shot as time expires, and the game is eventually lost in overtime.  But in the three descriptions of The Shot, a careful reading of the texts reveals several contradictions.


   The Pass


In the Withers tradition, Turkoglu executed a perfect alley-oop, it was “right there.”  Mahoney’s depiction of the Pass was that it was imperfect:  he “may have led him a step too far.”  


   Was Lee Open?


In Ludden, Lee was totally, unbelievably open.  However, Withers directly contradicts this, saying that 7-footer Pao Gasol was “closing on him”, and that this forced Lee to alter his shot.


   Difficulty of the Shot


Ludden implies that this was an extremely easy shot (“a short bank shot’), and Mahoney declares that it couldn’t have been much easier and that the pass led Lee right under the hoop.  Withers, however, implies that the shot was difficult because Lee was forced to alter his shot. 


   How the Shot Bounced

There is disagreement between Withers and Ludden on the one hand, and Mahoney on the other.  For the Withers/Ludden tradition, the ball caromed off the backboard, then the front of the rim.  But for Mahoney, it “rolled” off the rim; “just came out”, which is very different.


   Two Layup Narratives

Ludden has only one account, the Shot.  Mahoney calls this a “layup.”  Withers clearly confuses these two depictions and generates two separate accounts:  first a missed layup at 10.5 seconds remaining, then the Shot at .6 seconds.

   The Background of the Play


There was no preparation or precedent mentioned by Withers – the play seems to spring out of the moment.  In the Mahoney myth, this play was based on a similar play, two years ago (before Van Gundy) with Dwight Howard dunking over Tim Duncan.  However, Ludden knows nothing about this narrative, and instead relates a story about working on the play in practice, but never in a game.


   Setting Up the Shot

It is strange that Withers and Ludden contradict each other so blatantly on Turkoglu’s block of Kobe Bryant’s shot to set up The Shot.  Withers places this at 1.8 seconds to go in the game, and Ludden clearly states that this was at 0.6 seconds remaining.


   Conclusion


And so, if we are to treat this as sober history, we are required to believe and impressive set of distinct contradictions: 


· that Hedo Turkoglu blocked Bryant’s shot at 1.8 seconds and at .6 seconds


· that he made a perfect pass and an imperfect one 


· that the shot was easy and it was difficult


· that the shot bounced hard off the glass and rim and that it just rolled out


· that Lee missed one layup and two layups


· and the play was prepared and that it was not.  


The reader is surprised that we are not also asked to believe both that Courtney Lee made the shot and that he didn’t.





ISOLATED NARRATIVES

The fact that the authors provide entirely different context for The Shot only serves to increase the fact of contradiction.  One and only one author relates a story about the history of teams down 0-2.  If this were true, it would be significant and would have been included in the other accounts.  Similar for the one mention of specific future games in Florida by only one narrative.

One author even moves into mythology by claiming a miracle for a LeBron James shot which is unknown to the other narratives.


The most prominent examples are:


· Withers is the only account that mentions the presence of movie stars at the game (Jack Nickolson and Denzel Washington).  Ludden is the only writer to say how many were in attendance (19,000).  


· Mahoney was the only account where Turkoglu said they should have done a better job in overtime.


· Harris is the only author aware of the historical record having to do with teams down 0-2, such as the 1969 Celtics, the 1977 Trailblazers, and the 2006 Heat.  Harris is the only writer to comment that 11 of 12 teams up 2-0 since 1985 have won the championship.


· Only Ludden gives Magic history against the 76ers and Celtics, and the only writer to mention the LeBron “miracle shot.”


· Harris is the only writer to talk about reduced minutes for all-star point guard Jameer Nelson.


· Ludden is the only writer to mention a crucial point, if true, that Gasol might have been guilty of goal-tending on The Shot.


· And Withers is the only writer aware of at least two future games at Amway Arena in Florida.





GENERAL TEACHING

The obvious question is, “Then what kind of literature is this, if it is so contradictory?”  Is it just sloppy reporting, blatant fabrication of facts?  Or is there something deeper, something designed to change lives rather than impart information?


They key can be seen in the prevailing theme, which is: “What Went Wrong?”, or “Why Did the Magic Lose the Game?”  The answer to this question draws upon basic, fundamental perspectives about life.


The Shot – The Crux School


In fact, scholars now agree that these narratives represent two Schools - The Crux school, and the Long View school.  The two towering thinkers are Withers and Mahoney.  Within the Crux school, the Mahoney clearly attributes the loss of the game to this pivotal moment, The Shot.  Withers expands the tradition by including other factors (luck and Turkoglu’s block), but it is The Shot which is foremost.


It is noteworthy that in neither tradition is the Rashard Lewis achievement adequately mentioned.  Lewis scored 34 points, 11 rebounds, 7 assists (nearly the triple-double of LeBron James, just a few days before), including a near-record six three-pointers.  Withers is forced to mention Lewis’ 34 points, but only in a list of other players and their points.  Mahoney manages to ignore Lewis altogether. 


The philosophy of The Shot myth is that crux-manship – the quest to find defining moments in life and emphasis of the importance of making the right choices and “being a finisher” at moments of crisis.  It is instructive and not accidental that the “Magic” relied on a sudden miracle-like event to win the game.  The team relied upon The Shot because it reaches for the stars.  Even though this time they fell short, there is optimism that they will return in victory.

Bad Offense – The Long View School


Contrast this with the Bad Offense school.  Harris and Ludden are the leading proponents of this older and more conservative tradition.  Harris takes a strong lead by emphasizing the fact that the guards shot poorly (6 for 26) and never even mentioning The Shot.  We now see that this silence is especially telling.  Ludden, though introduces the Shot, but only to explicitly claim it was not the Shot that made the difference.  Taking Harris’ point a step further, Ludden claims it was the 20 turnovers plus poor shooting by almost everyone.


Scholars agree that these two narratives were written, at least in part, as an answer to this new Crux philosophy.  They appeal to the ancient the Long View tradition:  there is more to success in life than responding well only at certain times.  If you give the ball away consistently throughout the “game”, you will never score enough to win.  To blame defeat on one tiny incident is blatant scapegoating. 


Again, it is inevitably seen that the “Lakers” were the ones who established a long-term path toward success.  Calm, steady, they did not rely on one-time miracles but an entire pattern, a Gestalt of success and wholeness to achieve their aims.
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Bart Interrupted--- A detailed Analysis of 'Jesus Interrupted' Part One 


Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus, Interrupted, (San Francisco: Harper One, 2009), xii +292 pages. Part One ( the first 60 pages)

Bart Ehrman is both a gifted writer and a gifted lecturer. Perhaps his best gift is the ability to distill difficult and complex material down to a level that undergraduates and ordinary lay folk can understand. It is thus understandable that his popular level books on the New Testament and cognate subjects have been well and widely read, and in age disposed to ‘dis’ the Bible anyway, which is to say, in a generally Biblically illiterate age, Bart’s work has been seen as confirming suspicions already long held by the skeptical or those prone to be skeptical about the Bible and Christianity. 

One of the problems however with some of Bart’s popular work, including this book, is that it does not follow the age old adage--- “before you boil down, you need to have first boiled it up”. By this I mean Bart Ehrman, so far as I can see, and I would be glad to be proved wrong about this fact, has never done the necessary laboring in the scholarly vineyard to be in a position to write a book like Jesus, Interrupted from a position of long study and knowledge of New Testament Studies. He has never written a scholarly monograph on NT theology or exegesis. He has never written a scholarly commentary on any New Testament book whatsoever! His area of expertise is in textual criticism, and he has certainly written works like The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, which have been variously reviewed, not to mention severely critiqued by other textual critics such as Gordon D. Fee, and his own mentor Bruce Metzger (whom I also did some study with). He is thus, in the guild of the Society of Biblical Literature a specialist in text criticism, but even in this realm he does not represent what might be called a majority view on such matters. 
It is understandable how a textual critic might write a book like Misquoting Jesus, on the basis of long study of the underpinnings of textual criticism and its history and praxis. It is mystifying however why he would attempt to write a book like Jesus, Interrupted which frankly reflect no in-depth interaction at all with exegetes, theologians, and even most historians of the NT period of whatever faith or no faith at all. A quick perusal of the footnotes to this book, reveal mostly cross-references to Ehrman’s earlier popular works, with a few exceptions sprinkled in—for example Raymond Brown and E.P Sanders, the former long dead, the latter long retired. What is especially telling and odd about this is Bart does not much reflect a knowledge of the exegetical or historical study of the text in the last thirty years. It’s as if he is basing his judgments on things he read whilst in Princeton Seminary. And that was a long time ago frankly. 

It is not sufficient to reply that Bart is writing for a popular audience and thus we would not expect much scholarly discussion even in the footnotes. Even in a work of this sort, we would expect some good up to date bibliography for those disposed to do further study, not merely copious cross-references to one’s other popular level books. Contrast for example, my last Harper book What Have They Done with Jesus? The impression is left, even if untrue, that Ehrman’s actual knowledge of and interaction with NT historians, exegetes, and theologians has been and is superficial and this has led to overly tendentious and superficial analysis. Again, I would be glad to be proved wrong about this, but it would certainly appear I am not. This book could have been written by an intelligent skeptical person who had no more than a seminary level acquaintance and expertise in the field of NT studies itself. And I do not say this lightly, for this book manifests problems in all areas, if one critiques it on the basis of NT scholarship of the last thirty or so years. There are methodological problems, historical problems, exegetical problems, theological problems, and epistemological problems with this book, to mention but a few areas. 

My grandmother used to say, “if you can’t say anything nice about a person, then don’t say anything at all.” So let me start the more detailed part of this discussion by saying something positive--- I believe Bart Ehrman is an honest person, who really has been a truth seeker when it comes to the Bible and Christianity. His preface to this latest volume reflects that, and I applaud his honesty and forthrightness, while at the same time pointing out that I was a person who went through the same process of deep study and inquiry whilst in college and seminary and came to very different conclusions than Bart, and it wasn’t because I checked my brain at the door or ceased being a critical thinker on these subjects along the way. Bart and I are different in that I did not come out of a fundamentalist past at all, but we do share not only UNC and Bruce Metzger in common, we also both did English literature degrees in college, which explains to some degree the ability to write and the tendency to do it frequently. 

Let me start then with a general criticism about Bart’s entire approach. He begins in his first chapter by bemoaning the fact that the general populus including the church, has been left in the dark about what “scholars have been saying” for lo these many years (over a hundred actually) about the Bible. He puts it this way “the perspectives that I present in the following chapters are not my own idiosyncratic views of the Bible. They are the views that have held sway for many, many years among the majority of serious critical scholars teaching in universities and seminaries of North America and Europe”(p.2). 

Now it is always a danger to over generalize when we are dealing with as important a matter as the ‘truth about the Bible’. And frankly it is simply untrue to say that most scholars or the majority of Bible scholars or the majority of serious critical scholars would agree with Bart Ehrman in his conclusions about this or that NT matter. NT scholarship is a many splintered thing, and Ehrman’s position certainly does not represent a majority view, or the critical consensus about such matters. At best, one has to say yes and no repeatedly to what Bart takes as the critical consensus about such matters. Bart Ehrman, like the more radical members of the Jesus Seminar (e.g. Robert Funk cf. Robert Price) represents a minority position which has indeed been very vocal in proselytizing for their point of view. So this book should have come with a caveat emptor--- “Buyer Beware: Hyperbolic claims about what most or the majority of critical scholars of the NT think will be frequent in this tome”. The appeal to authority or expertise in any case does not really settle much. The issue is—what is the evidence and why should we draw this or that conclusion? The other issue is--- why mislead the general public about what “the majority of serious critical scholars” have been saying? Perhaps an end run has been done from the outset--- you define a small circle of scholars as the serious ones, the critical ones, the real scholarly thinkers, the real historians, and then having defined your own group narrowly enough, you then say—“the majority of such people think…” Evangelicals are sometimes just as guilty of this ploy as others, but in any case, it does not help when one misrepresents the actual state of play of things among scholars to the general public.

Bart reminds us early on that the method of studying the Bible taught in most mainline seminaries is “the historical critical method”. It is also, in fact perhaps the main method of teaching the Bible in evangelical seminaries today as well. And two of the major things one is taught, quite correctly in the study of this method are: 1) ancient historical texts must be studied in their original historical contexts to be properly understood; and 2) modern post-Enlightenment historiography is at odds with the historiography of most ancients, particularly when it comes to the issue of God’s involvement in human history. 

There is a further corollary—in order to understand the Gospels or Acts, or Paul’s letters, or Revelation, one needs to understand the features and characteristics of such ancient literature—in short their respective genres. The Gospels are written like ancient biographies, not modern ones, or in the case of Luke-Acts like an ancient work of Hellenistic (and Septuagintal) historiography. Unless one knows the conventions and limitations that apply to such literature, one is in no position at all to evaluate whether there are “inconsistencies” “errors” or other problematic features of such literature. Error can only be assessed on the basis of what an author is attempting to do and what literary conventions he is following. Let us take an example Bart uses from p. 7 of his book—the fact that in John the cleansing of the temple comes early in the Gospel account, whereas in the Synoptics it is found in the Passion narrative. He is right of course that some modern conservative Christians have attempted to reconcile these differences by suggesting Jesus did the deed twice--- once at the beginning and once at the end of the ministry. The problem is, that this conclusion is just as anachronistic (and genre ignoring) as the conclusion that the Gospels contradict each other on this point. What do I mean? 

If you actually bother to read ancient biographies (see e.g. Tacitus’s Life of Agricola, or Plutarch’s famous parallel lives) you will discover that the ancients were not pedants when it comes to the issue of strict chronology as we are today. The ancient biographical or historiographical work operated with the freedom to arrange there material in several different ways, including topically, geographically, chronologically, to mention but three. Yes they had a secondary interest in chronology in broad strokes, but only a secondary interest in that.
If one studies the Fourth Gospel in detail and closely in the Greek, comparing it to other ancient biographies what one learns is that it is a highly schematized and edited product, and the sign narratives are arranged theologically not primarily chronologically. And whilst this might cause a modern person some consternation, it is not a reason to say that John contradicts the Synoptics on this Temple cleansing matter. The Fourth Gospel begins by showing that Jesus replaces the institutions of Judaism with himself—a theological message (he is the Passover lamb, he is the Temple where God’s presence dwells etc.). The Synoptic writers are likely presenting a more chronologically apt picture of when this event actually happened. But strict chronology was not the major purpose of the Fourth Evangelist, we should not fault him for not giving us information we might want to have, or for focusing on the theological import of the event, rather than its timing. Such was the freedom, within limits, of ancient biographies and histories. I must disagree with the conclusion then when Bart says “Historically speaking, then, the accounts are not reconcilable.” (p. 7). False. This is only so if one insists on a flat modern anachronistic reading of the text which pays no attention to what the authors are attempting. 

The Gospel of John probably tells us nothing about this chronological issue, the Synoptics probably do, and judged on their own terms and on the basis of their ancient genre, one cannot draw the conclusion Bart does. Period. And unfortunately, this is a mistake Bart makes over, and over again, judging ancient texts on the basis of modern presuppositions about history writing, and what counts as truth or error. In fact, it is not entirely erroneous to say that Bart reads the Bible with the same sort of flat literalistic hermeneutic that he would have used before he did his scholarly study of the text. And I find this passing strange. 
Let’s take his next pet example--- the three denials of Christ by Peter, and the cock crows. I quite agree with his critique of those who come up with six denials of Christ by Peter. No Gospel says that, any more than any Gospel mentions two cleansing of the Temple. Bart points to the difference between Matthew and Mark, the latter saying Peter will deny Christ before the cock crows twice, whilst in Matthew it says ‘before the cock crows”. He then asks--- “which is it?” The assumption is: 1) these Gospel writers were trying to be very precise; and 2) these two options are mutually contradictory; and 3) we should ask these sorts of detail questions of ancient historical documents because we have a right to assume that modern historical ways of analyzing this material will help us to get to the bottom of such matters and find the historical truth. 

In the first place let’s consider point 2). In fact, if Peter denied Christ three times before the cock crowed at all, then he certainly denied Christ three times before the cock crowed twice!!! But suppose the Gospels writer were not much concerned to give us precise information about the intricate relationship and intercalation between denials and cock crows. Suppose, in terms of historical information they just wanted to make clear that there were three denials and there were cock crows? Of course this is maddening to those who think that we must have precision on such matters, but in fact if an author wants to be general let him be general, and if he wants to be more specific, let him be more specific. Mark may simply have wanted to be more general in his account. And since I think, with most scholars that the First Evangelist is using Mark’s account, he probably knew far more about the Markan intent than we do, and decided to be more specific. He edits his Markan account according to his own presentation of things. I could go through Bart’s examples one by one explaining how insufficient attention has been paid by him to the ancient conventions of such genre of literature, but I agree with him that over-harmonizing on the basis of modern anachronistic considerations is wrong, just as wrong as claiming there are obvious contradictions based on a modern literalist reading of the same texts. And herein lies a very fundamental problem with the ex-fundamentalist readings of Bart Ehrman. 

The Gospels are not, and never were intended to be inspected as if they were ancient photographs of Jesus taken with a high resolution, all seeing lens. On the contrary these documents are much more like portraits, and portraits always are selective, tendentious, perspectival. Let me illustrate this point. 
One of my favorite Impressionist painters is Claude Monet, and I really love his series of painting done of Rouen Cathedral. These paintings were done in the late 1890s and they depict the front face of the Cathedral from slightly different angles of incidence, and in different lighting. But in each case it is recognizably the same cathedral with the same basic shape, from the same basic frame of reference. Let us suppose for a minute then that the Gospels are like these paintings. Now it would be totally pedantic to have an argument that went as follows: “In this painting Monet depicts the color of the front façade of the cathedral as being gray, but in this picture he paints it as being a yellowish shade, and in this picture a pinkish shade.” Which is it? Surely one must be right and the other depictions wrong.” Of course the proper response to this silly discourse is that they are all right, because they attempt to depict the appearance of the building at different times of day from slightly different angles. And no art critic in their right mind would think of suggesting that one painting was in error compared to the other. My point is simple. The Gospels are not works of modern biography or historiography and they should not be evaluated by such canons. 

Nor for that matter are we much helped by evaluating the Gospel traditions on the basis of the canons of modern German form criticism which is grounded in notions about the passing on of oral traditions which simply do not apply to the first century A.D. and in the Jewish setting of the Gospels and Acts (on this point see Richard Bauckham’s fine study Jesus and the Eyewitnesses). Various of Bart’s comments presuppose that most NT exegetes and historians assume that the Bultmannian conclusions about oral history and oral tradition are correct. This is certainly not true now in the way it might have been said to be true specifically in mainline schools in the 70s. On the contrary, there is now a lively discussion about oral history that makes clear that the notion that there was likely a long gap between the events and their being written down, or between eyewitness testimony and their being written down is probably false. 

Equally pedantic and unhelpful is Bart’s analysis of Genesis 1 and 2(pp. 9-10), which are generally agreed to be two different ways of telling the story of creation, one more general, and one more focused on the creation of humankind. Besides the fact that Genesis 1 falls into the category of poetry or poetic prose and should not be analyzed on the basis of it being some sort of scientific account of creation, it is frankly not fair game to compare and contrast these two chapters as if they were attempting to say the same thing in the same way writing like modern historians. They are not. Ancient narratological conventions come into play (see now Bill Arnold’s fine commentary on Genesis in the Cambridge series I edit). And now we begin to see why Biblically illiterate folk who are skeptical about the Bible are drawn to the Ehrman analysis. It appears to take the text at face value, and evaluate it by comparison and contrast, without taking into consideration at all issues of literary context or conventions. In other words, it approaches the matter as if one could simply read the English translation of the text without any knowledge of ancient writing conventions and come to important conclusions about historical truth and error. But in fact, this is not only not proper, in most cases it is not possible. The real truth seeker knows that a text without a context is just a pretext for whatever you would like it to mean. 

Let’s take another example--- Bart’s treatment on pp. 10-11 of Psalm 137. In the first place this is a song, and so should not be treated like a theological or ethical treatise. In the second place, what this song is a revelation of is what is on the heart of the psalmist. In the psalms, human beings speak to, pray to, implore their God in various ways. It is a very truthful and accurate reflection of various things on and in the human heart, including the desire for vengeance. What the psalms are generally not is a revelation of what is in God’s heart or character. But Bart seems oblivious to this point which is commonly enough recognized by commentators on the Psalms. More in depth study of the psalms could have led to the avoidance of this sort of error.

Let’s take now an example from the second chapter (pp. 24ff). Here Bart is comparing and contrasting the relationship between the events that lead up to Jesus’ death as told in Mark and as told in John, and trying to synch that up with the Jewish liturgical calendar in regard to the celebration of Passover, and the Day of Preparation. 

A few historical remarks are in order. 1) despite what Bart says, no Gospel suggests Jesus was crucified on Passover, which is to say between sundown Friday and sundown Saturday on April 7 A.D. 30 (or less possibly in A.D. 33); 2) the meal described in John 13 is definitely not the same meal as that described in Mark 14 and the other Synoptics. John 13 is very clear about this--- John 13.1 reads literally “But before the festival of the Passover…” The text does not say how long before. This could easily be a meal at the beginning of the week when the feast of Passover transpired, rather than near its end. And nothing whatsoever is said in John’s story about sharing the Passover elements. This is a striking difference from the accounts in the Synoptics, and I would say the differences are great enough that we must take them to indicate we are dealing with different stories here. 3) Most scholars who have written commentaries on the Synoptics do indeed think that Jesus celebrated his last supper with his disciples on Thursday night, which is to say, on the beginning of the Day of Preparation rather than on Passover day. There was precedent for this in early Judaism in some cases, and some scholars have even argued that Jesus was following the Galilean rather than the Judean liturgical calendar, which is certainly possible and believable. Whether this is so or not, it is notable that there is no mention at all about Jesus and his disciples eating lamb….in any of the accounts. This has led some to conclude, wrongly in my judgment, that even the Thursday night meal was not a Passover meal. 4) one of the major issues in determining when Jesus actually died is the question of which clock an Evangelist is running on--- is it the Roman way of keeping time, or a Jewish and Oriental one? Which hour is the third, sixth and ninth hours, according to the respective Evangelists? Mark’s seems to be based on the Roman way of time keeping, but this may not be the case in John. In any case, all the Gospels in fact are in agreement that Jesus died before sundown on Friday, which is to say, before Passover actually begun, which is to say on the Day of Preparation. 5) in A.D. 30 the day of preparation for the Sabbath was in fact the day of preparation for Passover. It was one and the same day. Therefore, Mk. 15.42 does not in any way disagree with John when it says that Jesus died on the day of Preparation. Correct— and this was Friday before sundown when both Passover and Sabbath began that year. John did not need to change a historical datum to make a theological point that Jesus was the Passover lamb. The point is inherent in a theological interpretation of the actual day Jesus died. In this case, Bart is busily finding contradictions in the text which are a chimera. They are not really in evidence. 

Bart carries on in much the same vein in his analysis of the birth narratives. What is of concern to us is not where he sees differences in Matthew and Luke’s accounts, but rather where he finds what he deems to be actual discrepancies. The first of these is that Bart claims that what Luke says in Lk.2.1-3 is clearly historically in error (pp. 34-35). What however does the Greek text of Lk.2.2 actually say--- “this registration happened first/prior to the governing of Syria by Quirinius.” The issue here is the function of the word prote. What it seems to indicate is that the census in question took place prior to when Quirinius was governor of Syria. There was indeed a famous and indeed notorious census which led to the rebellion of Judas the Galilean in A.D. 6, and so Luke would be distinguishing that census from the earlier one when Mary and Joseph were enrolled. Bart also deems the notion of such enrollments as historically improbable, at least in the way Luke tells the story. There are however very clear examples from the province of Egypt of such census taking done for the purpose of taxation. And in fact, the evidence suggests a link with one’s ancestral home. I see no reason why the Romans would do it any differently with the province of Judea. Furthermore, when Augustus decide to go for the full blown Empire deal, he needed much more money for many more troops and armaments. 

While Luke may be using rhetorical hyperbole when he says all the oikomene was being enrolled, a rhetorical usage common in Hellenistic historiography influenced by rhetoric, what Luke is referring to is the inhabited Roman empire, outside of Rome itself. In other words, his audience would likely have understood the reference quite easily and naturally. Bart also takes exception to the story of the wise men following the star. He says nothing of the fact that ancients often thought stars were living beings, the heavenly hosts, and it is more than likely that what Matthew is describing is the leading of the heavenly host or angels, of these persons to the birth place. Here again however some latitude must be allowed for ancient story tellers to present their narrative in ways that their audience would understand. While Matthew’s account does not tell us that Nazareth was Mary and Joseph’s hometown, his account is compatible with this fact, which Luke does tell us. The absence of an explanation does not a discrepancy make nor should it lead one to conclude the author thought something different, especially when Matthew tells us that eventually the holy family did go to Nazareth, and why would they pick that wide place in the road out of the blue if they had no prior associations with it? No good reason. The scripture fulfillment text in Matthew is a midrashic attempt to explain the fact that Nazareth was their home. It did not generate such an idea. 
Lastly, Bart wants to argue that both Matthew and Luke made up the notion of a trip to Bethlehem independently of one another based on Micah’s prophecy, in order to indicate Jesus’ messianic origins, rather than suggesting he was born in a one horse town in Galilee. The problem with this is that Bethlehem itself was also a one horse town in Jesus’ day, and among other things, the slaughter of the innocents is perfectly in character with Herod’s paranoia as described in Josephus. It was hardly necessary for a messianic figure to come from Bethlehem unless one wanted to insist he was a descendant of David, but as we know from Qumran, there were other Jewish traditions that did not associate messiah with the Davidic line. In regard to the oft parodied story of the slaughter of the innocents, we are only talking about a handful of infants at most in such a tiny village anyway, perhaps 6-8. There is nothing improbable about a birth in Bethlehem at all or a slaughter of a few infants. Jesus was called Jesus of Nazareth because he grew up there from infancy. 

Differences there are indeed in the accounts of the birth of Jesus in Matthew and Luke. And they are not explained by denying their existence, or resorting to false harmonizing tactics and exegetical gymnastics. We are not however talking about direct contradictions at all here. These narratives are quite compatible in all their essential details, and it is remarkable that two such independent accounts would in fact emphasize the same crucial points--- a virginal conception and a birth in Bethlehem. This did not happen because they were both creative exegetes. It happened because they both relied on historical sources of information about these events. Ehrman’s conclusion that “there are historical implausibilities and discrepancies that can scarcely be reconciled” (p. 34) is saying far more than he knows or the evidence suggests. Had Luke said Jesus was born in Nazareth and Matthew said no he was born in Bethlehem, then we would have a contradiction. But we find nothing like a contradiction in these two accounts—differences do not necessarily equal discrepancies much less equal disagreements. One has to come up with much better examples than this if one wants to claim the accounts can’t be explained or reconciled. 

It is the task of a historian, which Bart Ehrman says he is, to get his facts straight. When he takes on the differences in the genealogies there are a few crucial facts he either ignores or is ignorant of. The first of these crucial points is that in Jewish law, if a man adopted a son, that son was entitled to be considered a descendant of his adoptive father, including being a descendant of his step-father’s ancestors. The genealogies in both Matthew and Luke are strange in part precisely because of this legal issue, and more to the point they are strange because both writers want to include the notion of the virginal conception in their accounts, indeed Matthew includes it right in his geneaology, and this may be the only known genealogy where the wife is included in the husband’s geneaology like this! 

Bart is right about various of the differences in these genealogies. But he does not correctly explain some of the reasons for the differences. In the first place ancient royal genealogies often were prone to leaving the skeletons out of the list, and so offering an edited version of the ancestry. Something like this is happening in Matthew who wants to suggest Jesus is the seventh son of a seventh son of David, namely the perfect descendant of David. In other words, the form of the genealogy reflects not just historical but also theological interests. The same can be said for Luke’s genealogy and his concern to show that Jesus is not merely son of David son of Abraham, but also son of Adam, and more crucially, son of God. The issues here are not purely historical and it is a form of reductionism to treat them in a purely historical manner. But they were not intended to answer purely historical questions. One needs to read them in light of the conventions of such ancient genealogies, not in the light of modern historical conventions. 

Scholars have long debated why these two genealogies differ, and Bart may be right that they both are genealogies connected to Joseph, rather than Luke’s being connected to Mary’s family. But even if this is true, one of them could offer some part of Joseph’s paternal ancestry and the other some part of Joseph’s maternal ancestry. We honestly cannot say. What we can say is there is no basis for the confidence that Bart shows that we have clear contradictions here. More would need to be known about ancient genealogy composition to come to that conclusion. We could carry on with this sort of dialogue with Bart’s list of complaints but we have already dealt with what he takes to be some of the more famous parade examples of clear contradictions. Some of his other examples are much weaker, and can be explained on the basis of the differing editorial tendencies different Gospel writers had, or in Luke’s Acts accounts on the basis of what were the conventions of rhetorical history writing in the first place. About such things Bart says little or nothing, because he seeks to read the text on the basis of modern historiographical conventions, a signal mistake. Ancient texts must be evaluated on their own terms and without demanding of them a precision they never were intended to have. 

It is interesting that as the book moves along, Bart stresses here (and later in this study) that he does not think that historical critical study of the Bible should necessarily or will necessarily lead to a loss of Christian faith. I quite agree with this. In fact, I would say in my case that it is precisely the historical, contextual study of the Bible that has strengthened my faith in its truth telling on various subjects of import, not the least of which is the need for and possibility of human salvation. I also quite agree with Bart that teaching students to think and do critical thinking about life and the Bible is a good thing. On these two conclusions we would simply agree. What is interesting is that the more I studied the Bible the less I was prone to accuse the Bible of obvious historical errors and stupid mistakes, including theological errors about a matter as profound as human suffering and evil. To the contrary, I found the Bible rich, complex, varied, and helpful and truthful in dealing with precisely such life and death matters. It would be appropriate then to ask---why exactly did studying the Bible in the same way at seminary and during doctoral work lead Bart Ehrman and myself to such different conclusions? In my case, my faith in the Bible was strengthened, but the opposite seems to have been the case with Bart. “This is a mystery and it calls for profound reflection”. Some of this clearly has to do with presuppositions. Let’s take a theological one that seems to be at the root of some of the differences. 

Bart seems to assume that a God who is both almighty and a God of love, would not allow the hideous amount of suffering that goes on in this world. Now this is by no means an uncommon objection to Biblical revelation, but what it seems to assume is a particular sort or deterministic or even extreme Calvinistic view of God, God’s sovereignty, and human life. I can see how extreme suffering and evil is a major problem for such a view of God. It would seem to make God the author of suffering and evil, or at least an uncaring deity in too many cases. Suppose however that God has not pre-determined all things? Suppose God chose to create us in his image with a measure of freedom of choice, the power of contrary choice? Suppose God relates to us relationally and not on the basis of divine decrees? Suppose the vast majority of suffering in the world is a result of human misbehavior or stupidity or sin? Suppose in addition that God does repeatedly intervene in human history to aid and rescue us, without taking away our ability to make viable choices that have moral consequences? It seems to me that part of the issue here is that Bart and I have very different views of the Biblical God and how God actually operates. 
Here’s another quandary and quagmire. It appears to me that Bart and I disagree profoundly about the import of textual variants. As Bruce Metzger who taught us both once said--- we know what about 92% of the NT said in its original manuscripts with a rather high degree of certainty. As for the other 8%, very little of theological or ethical consequence is at stake. For example, the Trinity is not at stake if 1 John 5 did not mention it. The deity of Christ is not at stake just because some NT documents do not mention it directly, and some unscrupulous scribes added some clarity to this matter in other manuscripts in ways that distorted some NT manuscripts. 

We also disagree rather strongly on the degree of flux in belief and in the handling of NT documents early on. It is simply not true to say that many of the primary Christian doctrines were not affirmed widely until centuries after the time of Christ. It is also not true that any such doctrines hang on only late copies of this or that NT book. When it comes to the issue of textual variants, the development of the textual tradition, and the theological import of such variants, Bart simply over-reads the evidence, or as the British say, over-eggs the pudding. 

Now I think I understand why he does this. He rightly gets peeved with those fundamentalists who want to stick their heads in the sand and say, there are no such issues or problems even in the least. But an over-reaction is just that--- an over-reaction. Throughout this book, the real boogeyman that Bart is trying to refute is fundamentalists who hold to a certain wooden and very literal view of inerrancy which hardly takes ancient historical considerations into account at all. I would actually have as many problems with the same people as I have with Bart’s views. 

He also does not do justice to a reading of these texts in light of ancient genre, conventions, purposes, history writing and the like, but for very different reasons. The reasons seem to include that he is a ardent convert from fundamentalism to a very narrow and all too modern form of historical critical analysis of these texts-- a form that starts with an inherent skepticism about the supernatural among other things, and assumes that critical thinking equals the ability to doubt this, that or the other ancient datum. I call this justification by doubt. It is no more a valid starting point for evaluating the NT than blind fideism is. Indeed, I would argue that to actually understand an ancient author you must start by giving them the benefit of the doubt and hear them out, doing one’s best to enter creatively into their own world and thought processes before understanding can come to pass. To approach the text with a hermeneutic of suspicion is to poison the well of inquiry before one even samples the water in the old well. 

Bart and I furthermore disagree on the issue of pseudonymity in the canon. It is one thing to say there are anonymous documents in the NT, which there are. Hebrews would be a good example. It is another thing to say that there are pseudonymous documents in the NT, forgeries. I and many other critical scholars think this is not so, but Bart is right that many scholars think otherwise. My point is simply this--- there is a healthy debate about that issue amongst scholars. It is not a “well assured result of the historical critical method” on analyzing the NT. I have pointed out at length in my Letters and Homilies of the NT, series the problems that pseudonymity raised in the first century A.D. for both Greek and Latin writers, never mind writers of documents supposed to convey God’s truth. The Gospels as we have them are formally anonymous in terms of their internal evidence, though the Fourth Gospel tells is that the Beloved Disciple (not specifically identified) is the source of the material in that Gospel. We can discuss the merits of the attributes later appended to these Gospels (Mark, Matthew, Luke, John), but in my view the testimony of Papias is important, and makes evident these attributions already existed in the first century, and in some cases during the time when there were still eyewitnesses. They cannot be dismissed with a wave of a hand, but at the same time one needs to ask--- what were the conventions when it came to appending names to composite documents? This deserves more discussion. In the second part of this post, we will pick up the discussion with Chapter Three. Stay tuned. 
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