BEHIND THE DA VINCI CODE.

What’s the problem with The Da Vinci Code? 

The book begins with the following statement. 

“Fact:

…

All descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents and secret riituals in this novel are accurate.”

People believe what they are told, even if they know they are reading a novel

Two typical quotes from customer reviews on the Amazon website…

 “A work of fiction, based on facts. That’s the billing and the story is everything promised. 
This book offers an alternate explanation to the teachings of the Christian Religions with credibility and authority. I learned more about Leonardo Da Vinci, ancient religions and the Christian Church in historical terms than from any other source.”


“I was not brought up in a religious house so I have always been a little skeptical when it comes to church doctrine. This is why I found this book so appealing, it gave me the readers digest version of church history and the controversy that surrounds it. It may be fiction, but it's more interesting than plain history/religion.”

Our views on faith are built up from all sorts of impressions, often without us realizing where those facts came from.

Questions to ponder: Who or what has shaped your view of Christianity ? Where did you learn what you know about the Bible and Church history? How reliable are your sources? Have you ever had to reconsider what you thought you knew, and change your mind about your beliefs?

1. WHAT WAS THE EARLY CHURCH LIKE?

· A persecuted minority, dying for its proclamation that “Jesus is Lord”.

· A mix of cultures, philosophical and religious backgrounds with many competing ideas

· A loose federation of churches based around five centres – Jerusalem, Alexandria, Antioch, Rome and Constantinople

· Without secular power, wealth or influence for almost its first 300 years, the period during which its theological foundations were laid. 

The development of Christian doctrine and the role of Constantine

1. Christianity was originally a Jewish reform movement. Declaration of Resurrection and status of Jesus as God’s Son was key factor that set it apart from other Jewish movements.

2. Jesus was believed to be divine as well as human from earliest days. The idea that he was either fully divine and not human (docetism) or fully human and not divine (adoptionism) were both felt to be erroneous. The Gospels portray Jesus with human characteristics - eating, sleeping, feeling fear, anger and love
 - but they also describe him as the Word of God made flesh
, who was in the beginning with God. Mark calls his Gospel “the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” 

3. “Gnostic” is a general term used to describe an assortment of groups, influenced mainly by Greek pre-Christian philosophy and Eastern religions. Most of them taught that the physical world was inherently evil,  the creation of a lesser, or evil divine being. The body was a prison in which the divine, immaterial, spark might only escape if one gained the secret knowledge (“gnosis”) needed. Some Gnostic groups valued women, but most did not. The “Gnostic” gospels are later than the four canonical gospels, and paint a picture of Christ who is not human, in line with their suspicion of the material world. Gnosticism’s influence on the Church is largely the root of later negative attitudes to the body and to sexuality.

4. Jesus, and the early church, had a Jewish attitude to the body, and to creation. “God saw everything he had made, and indeed, it was very good.” Genesis 1.31

5. Constantine appears to have embraced Christianity at the battle of the Milvian bridge in 312, believing the Christian God had given him victory. His grasp of Christian belief was probably vague at first, but he took an active part in the theological debates at the Council of Nicaea, and his baptism on his deathbed would not have been unusual. Many Christians of the period delayed baptism until as late as possible, so as not to have opportunity to sin afterwards!

6. The Council of Nicaea was called and chaired by Constantine to try to unite the church, which was squabbling over doctrine. The primary topic of debate was the precise nature of the Trinity – whether the Father, Son and Spirit were equal and of one substance. It played no part in deciding what books would be in the Bible, and Jesus’ divinity was widely accepted by this stage.

SO WHAT? 

Dan Brown paints the church as dominated from the beginning by a powerful, manipulative clique who had worldly power to gain from imposing their view of Christian faith in order to back up his claim that the theological wool has been pulled over ordinary people’s eyes for two thousand years. He alleges that the divinity of Christ wasn’t thought of until the Council of Nicaea (p. 315) when Constantine “upgraded Jesus’ status” (p.316).  In fact the Church had held that Jesus was both divine and human, and had struggled to work out what that might mean, and how it might be possible, for nearly 300 years by this stage. While we should rightly be cautious about accepting what we are told unquestioningly there is no evidence for the conspiracy Brown wants to create. 

2. HOW DID THE BIBLE COME TO BE WRITTEN?

‘Who chose which Gospels to include?’ Sophie asked. ‘Aha!’ Teabing burst in with enthusiasm. ‘The fundamental irony of Christianity! The Bible, as we now it today, was collated by the pagan Roman emperor Constantine the Great.’

A question to consider: If you had to tell someone else the story of Jesus, what would you tell them about? What do you consider the essentials of the story? Why?

How does the process of thinking about this help to understand how the Gospels came to be written?

1. Individual books of the New Testament were being written within 20-30 years of Christ’s death. The earliest were the letters of Paul, followed by the Gospels. All the books of the New Testament were written before the end of the first century.

2. Other writers quote from them from early in the second century onwards. 

3. Other Gospels and letters were written as well. However, each work was judged on its merits. Anyone could write about Jesus – but their words were not likely to be believed if people didn’t feel they said anything worth hearing and preserving. More authority would be given to books which came from the early days of the church, which were thought to be written by those who knew the apostles, which were widely accepted, and which were in line with what people already accepted as orthodox. There was, however, no book burning – books simply weren’t read or copied much if they didn’t meet these criteria, and so they lapsed into disuse and disappeared.

4. The Canon of Scripture (the list of books regarded as authoritative) was gradually formed and reformed over the early centuries of the church. Ireneaus, from the end of the second century, lists the four Gospels, Acts, then nine epistles of Paul plus Jude, two letters of John and Revelation. . He also includes some books that aren’t included now. There were arguments about some of the letters – Hebrews, James, 2 and 3 John, 2 Peter and Jude – for a long time. The final list was compiled by Athanasius in 367, well after Constantine’s death. There was no sense, therefore, in which “the Bible, as we know it today, was collated by Constantine.” It was collated by the church itself, by a long and convoluted process of popular acclaim.

5. The fact that there are four Gospels in the New Testament – not just one – tells us that the early Church was quite comfortable not to regard these books as literally true. The four Gospels don’t agree with each other all the time, but no one seems to have thought this was a problem. 

OTHER WRITINGS

Nag Hammabi writings

These writings – leather bound books - discovered in Egypt in 1945 date from sometime after 348 (the spines of the books were strengthened with scrap paper receipts dated 348!) The documents, written in Coptic were translations of older Greek works, probably from the second century, later than the four canonical Gospels, and may have been part of the library of the monks at a nearby monastery. They may have been hidden away following the issuing of the list of approved books by Athanasius in 367. The works in the collection – Gospels, letters and other treatises on doctrinal issues, are broadly Gnostic in their approach. (see above, section 1.3)

Dead Sea Scrolls

Found in 1947 in a cave by a Bedouin shepherd boy. The scrolls are documents produced by a first century ascetic Jewish group called the Essenes, who withdrew from the world and lived in settlements in the desert, including that at Qumran, near where the documents were formed. There is no reference to Jesus or Christianity in them. The documents detail the ritual life and beliefs of the group, who thought the end of the world was about to happen. Most Essenes were celibate men. While their apocalyptic beliefs are similar to those of John the Baptist and Jesus, who may have been influenced by them, their emphasis on ritual purity – on excluding from the community those who were disabled in anyway, for example – are in direct opposition to the teaching of Jesus. The Dead Sea scrolls are important because of what they tell us about Judaism at the time of Jesus, but they are not Christian, and contain no Christian writings.

“Q”

Biblical scholars, looking at the three synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) realised that all three were probably drawing on a common source of material, perhaps a collection, or collections of sayings and stories put together in the earliest days of the church. They called this hypothetical document  “Q” (“Q” is short for Quelle – German for “source”). There is no suggestion that there ever was a single volume or scroll like this, let alone one written in Christ’s own hand– it is just a convenient way of referring to what must have been a ragbag of common resources on which the Gospel writers drew.

3. COULD JESUS HAVE BEEN MARRIED?

1. Yes. There is no theological reason why Jesus shouldn’t have been married or had children. “ A child of Jesus would undermine the critical notion of Christ’s divinity “, says Teabing (p.340) Why? What difference would it make to faith if Jesus had been married and had children?

2. Simon Peter was certainly married (or had been) – see Luke 4.38 – Jesus heals Simon’s mother-in-law.

HOWEVER

3. There is no mention of Jesus being married. 

4. Jesus was an apocalyptic preacher – he believed and taught that the end of the world was near, and was clearly heading for trouble himself. This makes it less likely that he would want to take on the ties and commitments of family life. 

5. It is not the case that Jewish men always married. There were many “Judaisms” at the time of Christ. There were Pharisees, Sadducees, Zealots and groups like the Essenes (see above). We know that the Essenes were usually celibate, and that Jesus’ apocalyptic emphasis is similar to theirs. 

6. Within the early church there was a bias towards celibacy, not because sex was seen as evil, but because it was felt that, if the end of the world was coming soon, there was no need to marry and have children. (see, for example, 1 Cor. 7.25-31)

4. WHAT ABOUT THE SACRED FEMININE ?
1. The Church has not always had a good record when it comes to women. It is affected by the attitudes of the societies it lives in. However this does not mean that Christian faith in its essence is anti-female. In fact, quite the reverse is true. 

2. Jesus treated women as equals. It was women who were the first to bear witness to the resurrection. Mary Magdalene has been called “The Apostle to the Apostles”. Jesus talked to women, (John 4) taught them, (Luke 10.40) and allowed them to touch him (Luke 9.37) in ways that would have seemed shocking to many of his contemporaries. Above all Jesus treated women as people, not just as sexual objects or bearers of children – while Dan Brown effectively reduces Mary Magdalene to just a womb!

3. Women occupied significant and important places in the early church. For example, Lydia, the first European Christian (Acts 16.40) led the church in her house. Paul greets a long list of women co-workers in Romans 16 – clearly they were as important as the men. 

4. While we can find restrictions placed on women in the New Testament – keeping silent in church, veiling their heads etc. – these need to be understood in the context of the time, and in the heady experience for women of finally being allowed to participate actively in worship. In Christ, says Paul, there is neither male nor female. (Galatians 3,28)

5. The leadership of women in the church gradually declined during the second century – revolutionary practices are hard to sustain, especially in the face of Gnostic theologies which regarded flesh as evil. (Women were often felt in the society of the time to be more “bodily” orientated than men.)

GOD AND JUDAISM – IS GOD MALE?

The second commandment – not to make images of God – was aimed at preventing people envisaging God in a fixed form. In Jewish thought God is beyond our imagination. God is described, of course, in the Old Testament – it is impossible to talk about God without using some sort of language, and language inevitably is descriptive, and therefore limiting. 

God is described as, for example, a rock and a fortress (Psalm 18.2) a shield (Ps 3.3) a shepherd (Ps 23)

Clearly he is not literally any of these things – they simply tell us something about his character. The male pronoun is used for God – it would be surprising in a male dominated society if it were not – but there are also, surprisingly perhaps, references to God as mother e.g. “as a mother comforts her child so will I comfort you” Is. 61.13 

The Hebrew word for the “Holy Spirit” in the Old Testament – “ruach” - is a feminine noun.

Ritual Sex – Hieros Gamos

Brown asserts that there was, originally, in Jewish worship the practice of ritualistic sex. This is entirely possible – temple prostitution was common in ancient religions, and the early Israelites lived among people who followed many other religions. It is something which the Old Testament writers spoke out against (e.g. Hosea 4.14) and were always trying to root out, like the worship of idols.

It is a practice which still survives in some Hindu temples in India. The women engaged in it are known as “devadasi”.  Some claim that it provides a positive view of sex as sacred, and that women choose to participate in it, but campaigners against it cite widespread coercion, often of pre-pubertal girls who are sold or given by their families in what is, in effect sexual slavery. Temple prostitution may look liberating from a twenty first century, western perspective, where women have access to contraception and more equality, but it probably didn’t look so great to a powerless young girl in a patriarchal society.

 “By communing with woman,’ Langdon said, ‘man could achieve a climactic instant when his mind went totally blank and he could see God’ (p. 410)

Jewish and Christian opinion would also be that sex is sacred, but that it is sacred because it is an expression of relationship, not simply of a moment of orgasm which takes you beyond relationship. What matters, therefore, that it is set within a relationship in which the partners love and care for each other. Sex without love is less than it ought to be. 

Some useful books

The Rough Guide to the Da Vinci Code, by Michael Haag and Veronica Haag. ISBN 843535173

Truth and Fiction in the Da Vinci Code, by Bart D Ehrman ISBN 195181409

Church History

Groundwork of Christian History, by Diarmaid McCulloch ISBN 716204347

For links to websites discussing the Da Vinci Code, see www.sealpeterandpaul.com/davincicode.html
� Mt 11.19, Mk 4.38, 14.33,10.14, John 11.38


� Jn 1.14





