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UNDERSTANDING CHRISTIANITY

A monthly forum on the third Saturday of each month from 6:30 to 7:30 P.M. following Evening Prayer at 6

with Canon Richard T. Nolan, Ph.D.

Retired Philosophy & Religion Professor and Writer; Retired Priest-in-Residence, Saint Andrew’s Church

Editor of www.philosophy-religion.org

Saturday, May 20, 2006

Tonight’s Topic -

“THE DA VINCI CODE: A FAIR-MINDED EXPLORATION”

A Prayer To Be Said In Unison

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, who has committed to your Church the care and nurture of all the faithful;
Enlighten with your wisdom those who teach and those who learn, that, rejoicing in the knowledge of your truth, they
may worship and serve you from generation to generation; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

OUTLINE

1. Opening Remarks

2. What does the author say about his novel? (pages 1-5)

3. Prof. Bart D. Ehrman’s list of 10 major errors - from his Truth and Fiction in the Da Vinci Code (pages 5-6)

4. Internationally respected British scholar N. T. Wright’s comments. (pages 6-15)

5. Brief commentary on Mary Magdalen by Yale University New Testament scholar Harold W. Attridge (page 16)

6. Where does this leave us? (including Fr. Tom Ehrich’s essay on page 17)

FROM THE AUTHOR DAN BROWN’S WEBSITE

WWW.DANBROWN.COM/NOVELS/DAVINCI_CODE/FAQS.HTML
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1) While in Paris on business, Harvard symbologist Robert Langdon receives an urgent late-night phone
call: the elderly curator of the Louvre has been murdered inside the museum. Near the body, police have
found a baffling cipher. Solving the enigmatic riddle, Langdon is stunned to discover it leads to a trail of
clues hidden in the works of Da Vinci…clues visible for all to see…and yet ingeniously disguised by the
painter.

2) Langdon joins forces with a gifted French cryptologist, Sophie Neveu, and learns the late curator was
involved in the Priory of Sion—an actual secret society whose members included Sir Isaac Newton,
Botticelli, Victor Hugo, and Da Vinci, among others. The Louvre curator has sacrificed his life to protect
the Priory's most sacred trust: the location of a vastly important religious relic, hidden for centuries.

3) In a breathless race through Paris, London, and beyond, Langdon and Neveu match wits with a faceless
powerbroker who appears to work for Opus Dei—a clandestine, Vatican-sanctioned Catholic sect
believed to have long plotted to seize the Priory's secret. Unless Langdon and Neveu can decipher the
labyrinthine puzzle in time, the Priory's secret—and a stunning historical truth—will be lost forever.

4) In an exhilarating blend of relentless adventure, scholarly intrigue, and cutting wit, symbologist Robert
Langdon (first introduced in Dan Brown's bestselling Angels & Demons) is the most original character
to appear in years. THE DA VINCI CODE heralds the arrival of a new breed of lightening-paced,
intelligent thriller…surprising at every twist, absorbing at every turn, and in the end, utterly
unpredictable…right up to its astonishing conclusion.

5) HOW MUCH OF THIS NOVEL IS TRUE?

6) The Da Vinci Code is a novel and therefore a work of fiction. While the book's characters and their
actions are obviously not real, the artwork, architecture, documents, and secret rituals depicted in this
novel all exist (for example, Leonardo Da Vinci's paintings, the Gnostic Gospels, Hieros Gamos, etc.).
These real elements are interpreted and debated by fictional characters. While it is my belief that some
of the theories discussed by these characters may have merit, each individual reader must explore these
characters' viewpoints and come to his or her own interpretations. My hope in writing this novel was
that the story would serve as a catalyst and a springboard for people to discuss the important topics of
faith, religion, and history.

7) BUT DOESN'T THE NOVEL'S "FACT" PAGE CLAIM THAT EVERY SINGLE WORD IN THIS
NOVEL IS HISTORICAL FACT?

8) If you read the "FACT" page, you will see it clearly states that the documents, rituals, organization,
artwork, and architecture in the novel all exist. The "FACT" page makes no statement whatsoever
about any of the ancient theories discussed by fictional characters. Interpreting those ideas is left to the
reader.

9) IS THIS BOOK ANTI-CHRISTIAN?

10) No. This book is not anti-anything. It's a novel. I wrote this story in an effort to explore certain aspects of
Christian history that interest me. The vast majority of devout Christians understand this fact and
consider The Da Vinci Code an entertaining story that promotes spiritual discussion and debate. Even so,
a small but vocal group of individuals has proclaimed the story dangerous, heretical, and anti-Christian.
While I regret having offended those individuals, I should mention that priests, nuns, and clergy contact
me all the time to thank me for writing the novel. Many church officials are celebrating The Da Vinci
Code because it has sparked renewed interest in important topics of faith and Christian history. It is
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important to remember that a reader does not have to agree with every word in the novel to use the book
as a positive catalyst for introspection and exploration of our faith.

11) WHAT DO YOU THINK OF CLERICAL SCHOLARS ATTEMPTING TO "DISPROVE" THE DA
VINCI CODE?

12) The dialogue is wonderful. These authors and I obviously disagree, but the debate that is being
generated is a positive powerful force. The more vigorously we debate these topics, the better our
understanding of our own spirituality. Controversy and dialogue are healthy for religion as a whole.
Religion has only one true enemy--apathy--and passionate debate is a superb antidote.

13) PARTS OF THE DA VINCI CODE DESCRIBE THE ACTIVITIES OF THE RELIGIOUS GROUP
OPUS DEI. HOW DOES OPUS DEI FEEL ABOUT YOUR NOVEL?

14) I worked very hard to create a fair and balanced depiction of Opus Dei. Even so, there may be those who
are offended by the portrayal. While Opus Dei is a very positive force in the lives of many people, for
others, affiliation with Opus Dei has been a profoundly negative experience. Their portrayal in the novel
is based on numerous books written about Opus Dei as well as on my own personal interviews with
current and former members.

15) SOME OF THE HISTORY IN THIS NOVEL CONTRADICTS WHAT I LEARNED IN SCHOOL.
WHAT SHOULD I BELIEVE?

16) Since the beginning of recorded time, history has been written by the "winners" (those societies and
belief systems that conquered and survived). Despite an obvious bias in this accounting method, we still
measure the "historical accuracy" of a given concept by examining how well it concurs with our existing
historical record. Many historians now believe (as do I) that in gauging the historical accuracy of a given
concept, we should first ask ourselves a far deeper question: How historically accurate is history itself?

17) ARE YOU A CHRISTIAN?

18) Yes. Interestingly, if you ask three people what it means to be Christian, you will get three different
answers. Some feel being baptized is sufficient. Others feel you must accept the Bible as absolute
historical fact. Still others require a belief that all those who do not accept Christ as their personal savior
are doomed to hell. Faith is a continuum, and we each fall on that line where we may. By attempting to
rigidly classify ethereal concepts like faith, we end up debating semantics to the point where we entirely
miss the obvious--that is, that we are all trying to decipher life's big mysteries, and we're each following
our own paths of enlightenment. I consider myself a student of many religions. The more I learn, the
more questions I have. For me, the spiritual quest will be a life-long work in progress.

19) THE TOPIC OF THIS NOVEL MIGHT BE CONSIDERED CONTROVERSIAL. DO YOU FEAR
REPERCUSSIONS?

20) I can't imagine why. The ideas in this novel have been around for centuries; they are not my own.
Admittedly, this may be the first time these ideas have been written about within the context of a
popular thriller, but the information is anything but new. My hope for The Da Vinci Code was, in
addition to entertaining people, that it might serve as an open door for readers to begin their own
explorations and rekindle their interest in topics of faith.

21) HOW DO ALBINOS FEEL ABOUT YOUR CHARACTER SILAS?

22) Some readers with albinism have been troubled by this character. I am very sensitive to their concerns.
It is important to remember that Silas's skin color has nothing to do with his violent nature--he is driven
to violence by others' cruelty... not by anything inherent in his physiology. The vast majority of critics
and readers (even some with albinism) find Silas to be the novel's most sympathetic character. I truly
believe the novel's portrayal of Silas is a compassionate exploration of how difficult albinism can be--
especially for young people--and how cruelly societies can ostracize those of us who look different.

23) HAS ANYONE IN ORGANIZED RELIGION COME OUT IN SUPPORT OF YOUR NOVEL?
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24) Yes, many people in organized religion have come out in support of this novel, and, of course, many have
come out in opposition as well. The opposition generally comes from the strictest Christian thinkers who
feel the idea of a "married Jesus" serves to undermine His divinity. While I don't agree with this
interpretation, this is immaterial because the dialogue itself is a deeply empowering and positive force
for everyone involved. Suddenly, enormous numbers of people are passionately debating important
philosophical topics, and regardless of the personal conclusions that each of us draws, the debate can
only help to strengthen our understanding of our own faith. Much of the positive response I get from
within organized religion comes from nuns (who write to thank me for pointing out that they have
sacrificed their entire lives to the Church and are still considered "unfit" to serve behind the altar). I
have also heard from hundreds of enthusiastic priests. While many of them disagree with some of the
ideas in the novel, they are thrilled that their parishioners are eager to discuss religion. Father John
Sewell of St. John's Episcopal Church in Memphis stated it particularly eloquently in the press recently,
saying: "This [novel] is not a threat. This is an opportunity. We are called to creatively engage the
culture and this is what I want to do. I think Dan Brown has done me a favor. He's letting me talk about
things that matter."

25) ARE YOU SURPRISED BY THE BOOK'S SUCCESS?

26) Stunned. I worked very hard on this novel, and I certainly expected people would enjoy it, but I never
imagined so many people would be enjoying it this much. I wrote this book essentially as a group of
fictional characters exploring ideas that I found personally intriguing. These same themes obviously
resonate with a great many people.

27) THIS NOVEL IS VERY EMPOWERING TO WOMEN. CAN YOU COMMENT?

28) Two thousand years ago, we lived in a world of Gods and Goddesses. Today, we live in a world solely of
Gods. Women in most cultures have been stripped of their spiritual power. The novel touches on
questions of how and why this shift occurred…and on what lessons we might learn from it regarding our
future.

29) THE COVER OF YOUR BOOK MENTIONS "THE GREATEST CONSPIRACY OF THE PAST 2000
YEARS." WHAT IS THIS CONSPIRACY?

30) Revealing that secret would rob readers of all the fun, but I will say that it relates to one of the most
famous histories of all time…a legend familiar to all of us. Rumors of this conspiracy have been
whispered for centuries in countless languages, including the languages of art, music, and literature.
Some of the most dramatic evidence can be found in the paintings of Leonardo Da Vinci, which seem to
overflow with mystifying symbolism, anomalies, and codes. Art historians agree that Da Vinci's
paintings contain hidden levels of meaning that go well beneath the surface of the paint. Many scholars
believe his work intentionally provides clues to a powerful secret…a secret that remains protected to this
day by a clandestine brotherhood of which Da Vinci was a member.

31) WHERE DID YOU GET THE IDEA FOR THE DA VINCI CODE?

32) This particular story kept knocking on my door until I answered. I first learned of the mysteries hidden
in Da Vinci's paintings while I was studying art history at the University of Seville in Spain. Years later,
while researching Angels & Demons and the Vatican Secret Archives, I encountered the Da Vinci
enigma yet again. I arranged a trip to the Louvre Museum where I was fortunate enough to view the
originals of some of Da Vinci's most famous works as well as discuss them with an art historian who
helped me better understand the mystery behind their surprising anomalies. From then on, I was
captivated. I spent a year doing research before writing The Da Vinci Code.

33) HOW DID YOU GET ALL THE INSIDE INFORMATION FOR THIS BOOK?

34) Most of the information is not as "inside" as it seems. The secret described in the novel has been
chronicled for centuries, so there are thousands of sources to draw from. In addition, I was surprised
how eager historians were to share their expertise with me. One academic told me her enthusiasm for
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The Da Vinci Code was based in part on her hope that "this ancient mystery would be unveiled to a
wider audience."

35) YOU SEEM TO HAVE A FASCINATION WITH SECRET SOCIETIES? CAN YOU COMMENT?

36) My interest in secret societies is the product of many experiences, some I can discuss, others I cannot.
Certainly my research of organizations like NSA, the Vatican, NRO, and Opus Dei continues to fuel my
intrigue. At a more fundamental level, though, my interest sparks from growing up in New England,
surrounded by the clandestine clubs of Ivy League universities, the Masonic lodges of our Founding
Fathers, and the hidden hallways of early government power. New England has a long tradition of elite
private clubs, fraternities, and secrecy. On that theme, the next Robert Langdon novel (already in
progress) is set deep within the oldest fraternity in history…the enigmatic brotherhood of the Masons.

37) WOULD YOU CONSIDER YOURSELF A CONSPIRACY THEORIST?

38) Hardly. In fact, I'm quite the opposite--more of a skeptic. I see no truth whatsoever in stories of
extraterrestrial visitors, crop circles, the Bermuda Triangle, or many of the other "mysteries" that
permeate pop culture. However, the secret behind The Da Vinci Code was too well documented and
significant for me to dismiss.

39) CAN YOU SYNOPSIZE THE PLOT FOR US?

40) Sure. A renowned Harvard symbologist is summoned to the Louvre Museum to examine a series of
cryptic symbols relating to Da Vinci's artwork. In decrypting the code, he uncovers the key to one of the
greatest mysteries of all time…and he becomes a hunted man.

41)

Meanwhile, here is a subset of the numerous historical mistakes in The Da Vinci Code that Professor Bart D. Ehrman
corrects on pages xiv and xiv in his Truth and Fiction in The Da Vinci Code.

What Dan Brown claims in The Da Vinci Code
Historical fact reported by historian Professor Bart D. Ehrman in Truth and Fiction in the Da Vinci

Code

The Dead Sea Scrolls were a collection

of Christian documents.

The Dead Sea Scrolls were not Christian documents. They did not mention

Jesus. They were Jewish.

The Nag Hamadi documents were

scrolls.

The Nag Hamadi documents were not scrolls. They were books of papyrus

written on both sides not one (as for a scroll) and sewn together.

The Dead Sea Scrolls portrayed Jesus

as more human than in the canonical

New Testament.

The Dead Sea Scrolls did not portray Jesus at all.

The Nag Hamadi documents portrayed

Jesus as more human than in the

canonical New Testament.

It is the reverse: the canonical New Testament tends to portray Jesus as

more human than in the Nag Hamadi documents.

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0195181409/forestsofcali-20
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Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene.

Jesus was not married to Mary Magdalene. No known Christian records

(including the Nag Hamadi documents) report that Jesus was married to

Mary Magdalene. Mary is never identified as the wife of Jesus to

differentiate her from Mary his mother and Mary of Bethany. Instead she is

identified by the village that she came from (in the 'Magdelene' part of her

name).

Mary Magdalene had a child fathered by

Jesus and born after Jesus was

crucified

Mary Magdalene did not have a child fathered by Jesus. No known Christian

records (including the Nag Hamadi documents) report that Mary Magdalene

had a child.

Mary Magdalene is the real "Holy

Grail" by holding the seed of Jesus.
Again, there is no evidence.

There is a line of descent from Jesus

and Mary Magdalene, beginning with

the birth of their daughter, that has

continued for two millennia and exists

today.

Again, there is no evidence.

Jesus kept a record of his teaching.
There is not record that this happened. And it was quite rare that people

kept such a record.

People made records of Jesus'

teaching while he was alive.

There is not record that this happened. Only 10-15% of the population was

literate and very few of those were fishermen, artisans, and farmers. Most

of the people that accompanied Jesus would be illiterate.

The elusive 'Q' document was

written by Jesus.

It was not. This is a hypothetical document that was written (if at all) two

decades after Jesus' death.

Accounts of Jesus were written at

the time he was alive.

There are no accounts from a disciple, a Roman citizen, or an imperial

authority written at the time Jesus was alive. In particular there is no

record by the authorities of his trial.

The first known writings about Jesus by Christians appeared about 65-70 C.E. in
the Gospel according to Mark, three decades after the death of Jesus. The first
known writing about Jesus by non-Christians was in 112 C.E. (about eight
decades after the death of Jesus).

Emperor Constantine select for the

New Testament (from 80 contending

gospels) only the four gospels that

stressed that Jesus was divine?

(1) There were not 80 but far fewer gospels contending for inclusion in the

canonical New Testament.

(2) The definition of the canon began before the time of the Emperor

Constantine and continued through his time.

(3) The selected four gospels stressed that Jesus was more human (not less

human) than do most of the contending gospels.

Summer 2005 | Volume 28, Number 2 | Features

Copyright © 2005 Seattle Pacific University.

http://www2.cruzio.com/~zdino/psychology/christian.early.glossary.htm#Q
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New Testament Scholar N.T. Wright Speaks to Seattle President University’s Vision for Engaging the Culture

Visit Seattle Pacific University at http://www.spu.edu/.

Edited from “THE C.S. LEWIS FOR OUR TIME?”

N.T. Wright Explores the Christian Challenge in the Postmodern World

His official title is “The Right Reverend Father in God Nicholas Thomas Wright, by Divine Providence Lord Bishop of
Durham.” Only the Archbishop of York, Archbishop of Canterbury, and Bishop of London outrank him. He sits in the
United Kingdom’s House of Lords. He is the one responsible for escorting the sovereign at coronation.

But it wasn’t N.T. Wright’s Anglican credentials that prompted Seattle Pacific University President Philip Eaton to
invite him to be the speaker for the President’s Symposium on the Gospel and Cultural Engagement May 18 and 19,
2005 — nor were those credentials the reason for the standing-room-only crowds at all four lectures on campus.
Rather, it was Wright’s reputation for the last quarter century as a leading advocate for the relevance of Christianity
in a postmodern world. Says Eaton, “I have called him the C.S. Lewis for our time.”

Widely acclaimed for his cogent, thought-provoking, and sometimes controversial writings, Wright — who is the
former canon theologian of Westminster Abbey and who taught New Testament studies for 20 years at Cambridge,
McGill, and Oxford universities — was named by Christianity Today in 1999 one of the world’s top five up-and-
coming theologians for the new century. “Prolific” is hardly a strong enough word for this writer, who is as
comfortable and adept at writing for the most cerebral of today’s scholar-theologians as he is writing for the laity,
churched and unchurched. Wright has published 44 books, with (so far) seven more forthcoming; 127 articles; and
70 book reviews.

Wright is generally associated with two theological schools of thought: the so-called “Third Quest,” because of his
insistence on approaching Jesus through the perspective of Jesus’ first-century Jewishness; and the so-called
“New Perspective on Paul,” because of Wright’s focus on the importance of Paul’s inclusion of Gentiles on equal
terms with Jews.

Biography Insert (not from Seattle Pacific U.); information is from Marquis’ Who’s Who Database (2006):

Nicholas Thomas Wright
Born: Morpeth, Northumberland, England, January 12, 1948
Education
BA in Classics, Oxford University, England, 1971
BA in Theology, Oxford University, England, 1973
MA, Oxford University, England, 1975
PhD, Oxford University, England, 1981
DD, Oxford University England, 2000
DD, Aberdeen University, 2001
Career
Junior research fellow Oxford University, England, 1975—1978; fellow, chaplain, tutor Cambridge University,
England, 1978—1982; assistant professor New Testament language and lit. McGill University, Montreal,
Canada, 1981—1986; lecturer New Testament studies Oxford University, England, 1986—1993; dean Church
of England, Lichfield, 1994—1999, canon theologian Westminster, 2000—2003, bishop of Durham, 2003—
Family
son of Nicholas Irwin and Rosemary Wright; married Margaret Elizabeth Anne Fiske, August 14, 1971;
children: Julian, Rosalind, Harriet, Oliver.
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DECODING THE DA VINCI CODE

1) The Challenge of Historic Christianity to Post-Modern Fantasy

2) Let me say at once what a pleasure it is to be here in Seattle and how grateful my wife and I are for your
welcome and hospitality and for those who have worked hard to set this event up. I am excited at the
high profile given here to the question which seems to me a major priority for the Christian church in
our day — that of engaging with contemporary culture and so changing the world — hopefully in the
energy of the Holy Spirit and for the glory of God and the benefit of all human beings everywhere.

3) That might seem a grandiose project, but it actually corresponds well to the apostolic task as set out in
the New Testament. And it is precisely one of the problems with Dan Brown’s runaway bestseller The Da
Vinci Code that it distracts attention from that larger task, and by conniving with certain negative
aspects of contemporary culture it has no real interest in changing the world, but simply in reordering
people’s apparent spiritual priorities. More of that presently.

4) The task of engaging the culture with the Christian gospel and so working to transform the world always
includes three elements. First, we must speak truthfully about Jesus of Nazareth, and explain how it is
what we discover who God is by looking at him. Second, we must do so in full engagement with the
world of our own day, understanding its ebbs and flows, its fashions and follies, the places where it has
got things gloriously right and the places where it has got things gloriously wrong. Third, we must be
prepared to refute — that is, to give a reasoned rebuttal of, not simply to say we disagree with —
popular misconceptions which leave people with muddled and misguided ideas about Jesus and the
nature of Christian faith. And the point about The Da Vinci Code is that it raises all these issues
simultaneously. One of the fascinating questions about the book is, why is it so popular? It can’t just be
because it’s a page-turner; there are plenty of those around. Where does it fit in to our culture? In what
way is it saying things that so many people are so eager to hear? Granted that many readers can see how
fantastic its conspiracy theories are, why do they still want to believe, or at least be open to, some of the
more extreme and bizarre of its claims? I believe the book does indeed represent a quintessential
statement of where a significant part of our culture, not least here in North America but also in the UK,
passionately wants to be. It is for this reason, not simply because the book is well known or because it
perpetuates some currently popular but ultimately silly ideas about Jesus, that I want in this evening’s
presentation to work down through some of the surface noise of the book to the issues at the heart of it
all.

5) TELLING FACT FROM FICTION

6) It is a well-known feature of today’s culture that some people can’t tell fact from fiction. Stories abound
of people who believe the characters in soap operas to be real, including tales of thousands of baby
clothes being sent to radio stations after one of the fictitious characters has given birth, and of actors
being attacked in the street by people angry about the bad behavior of their screen character. Within a
would-be Christian subculture the same thing becomes sinister, as when millions who read the Left
Behind series really do believe not only in the “rapture” as a central element of their theology but in the
sociopolitical ideologies powerfully reinforced by that series. In a sense, Dan Brown represents the
mirror image of LaHaye and Jenkins, reproducing in fictionalized form some of the myths of the
postmodern world as LaHaye and Jenkins reproduce in fictionalized form some of the myths of the
fundamentalist right.

7) Brown’s achievement, in fact, is so spectacular that it is hard to begrudge him his newfound millions. He
has taken a set of ideas and speculative historical reconstructions, each of which is highly implausible in
itself, and by weaving them together has not only created an exciting if ultra-fanciful plot, despite his
wooden and stereotyped characterizations, but has also made the several implausible elements appear
for a moment as though they just might be true. It is important therefore to begin with some comments
on where he belongs within the long history of this kind of speculation, and with some obvious remarks
about the fact/fiction divide, before getting to the heart of the matter.
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8) Brown’s book is in fact simply the latest in a long line. He is overtly dependent on — and rumor has it he
is being sued by — Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh, the authors of Holy Blood and Holy Grail, a
fantasy book published in the 1970s. They picked up the ancient legend of the Holy Grail, replete with
tales of mysterious mediaeval secrets, of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, of secret
gospels and hidden scrolls, of the Knights Templar and the Rosicrucians, and gave the whole thing a
fresh twist: that the “Holy Grail” was not, after all, the chalice used by Jesus at the Last Supper, but was
instead the receptacle into which, not Jesus’ blood in the form of wine, but Jesus’ bloodline in the form
of a family, of descendants, had been placed and could still be found. In other words, Jesus had a child;
and the child had children; and the family was still in existence, carrying the secret that would blow
apart the world of traditional Christianity, not least traditional Catholicism. (All the works in this genre
have as their subtext the belief that mainstream Christianity is based on a mistake and protects itself by
hushing up the evidence to the contrary.)

9) There have been other similar blockbusters in the last couple of decades. The Australian Barbara
Thiering attained brief notoriety with her book Jesus the Man, based on an extraordinary supposed
decoding of the Dead Sea Scrolls and showing that, once more, Jesus had been married to Mary
Magdalene. Thiering adds the twist that they divorced and that Jesus married again. Nobody takes
Thiering seriously except occasional radio and TV chat shows and, presumably, her publisher and bank
manager. Then there was a book called The Tomb of God, by Richard Andrews and Paul Schellenberger,
published in 1997, proposing that the body of Jesus is buried under a hill in southern France. They trot
out the usual suspects, the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Gnostic gospels, the Rosicrucians, the Knights Templar,
hidden codes and symbols in mediaeval paintings, and above all the Great Catholic Conspiracy to hush
it all up in case it should blow the gaffe on the system of power and control which the church has built
up. (Of course, all these conspiracy theories gain extra momentum from the now notorious fashion in
which the Roman Catholic Church has indeed covered up all kinds of scandals in recent years.)

10) We might note a couple of things at this point: that all the books of this type I’ve mentioned so far seem
to be convinced that mainstream Christianity thinks of Jesus as a basically divine being, sustaining the
church’s political power, whereas the secret traditions see him as simply a human figure; but at the same
time that they fail to notice the problem, namely that if they are right it is hard to explain the rise of
Christianity in the first place. If Jesus’ body is buried under a hill in France, why should anyone think
he was divine in the first place? If he was a teacher who married, had children, then got divorced and
remarried, what’s so special about him? I have a sense with a lot of this material that what is really
going on is a reaction against a very low-grade and popular-level version of Roman Catholicism, in
which certain things have been taught about the essentially not-quite-human nature of Jesus and about
the church’s absolute authority which serious Catholic theologians would quickly repudiate. To that
extent the books belong in the context of a subculture which continues to base its identity on the small-
town religion from which it has broken away, producing elaborate fantasies to make sure its escape will
be permanent.

11) But fantasies they are. Brown claims, in a note at the start of his book, first that the architectural details
of the places mentioned are correct and second that there really is a secret society called “The Priory of
Sion” to which people like Da Vinci himself, Isaac Newton, Victor Hugo, and others belonged. Both of
these claims can be shown very easily to be false. On the first: I only know well one of the buildings
which features in the book, namely Westminster Abbey. All right, Brown knows where the Isaac Newton
monument is. But he still makes gaffe after gaffe which could have been corrected by 10 minutes of
walking around with his eyes open. The Abbey has towers, not spires. You cannot see Parliament from
St James’s Park. College Garden is an extremely private place, not “a very public place” outside the
Abbey’s walls (527). You cannot look out into it from the Chapter House; nor is there a “long hallway”
leading to the latter, with a “heavy wooden door” at the end (529 ff.). Ten minutes’ observation by a
junior research assistant could have put all this right. If Brown is so careless, and carelessly inventive, in
details as easy to check as those, why should we trust him in anything else? And when it comes, second,
to the Priory of Sion, the documents which Brown, following Baigent and Leigh, cite as evidence were
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forgeries cooked up by three zany Frenchmen in the 1950s. They cheerfully confessed to this in a
devastating television program shown on British television in February this year. And as for Brown’s
theory about Da Vinci’s "Last Supper," according to which the Beloved Disciple next to Jesus is actually
a woman, that he/she and Jesus are joined at the hip, that they are sitting in such a way as to display the
letter V, apparently a sign of femininity, and also the letter M, for Mary, or Magdalene, or marriage, or
something else, this is pure fantasy. You can take any great painting and play this kind of game with it.
That’s not to say that some painters may not have implanted coded messages in their work. It would be
surprising if they didn’t. But you won’t find too many serious art critics giving Brown’s reading of the
painting more than a passing smile.

12) Other details abound which make the first-century historian snort and want to throw the book into the
fire. Apparently not only Judah but also Benjamin founded a royal dynasty, and Mary Magdalene was
part of it (334 ff.). The Christian innovation of Sunday as the day to meet for worship was apparently
part of Constantine’s reforms — despite 1 Corinthians 16:1 and other early texts. Nothing in
Christianity is original, according to Brown; it’s all a syncretistic pastiche of ancient pagan cults. The
Grail treasures might contain the document known as Q, which even the Vatican believes exists;
“Allegedly, it’s a book of Jesus’ teachings, possibly written in his own hand” (343). All this is expounded,
in the book, by a mad Englishman; it did occur to me that maybe, by making him so obviously two
scrolls short of a library, and showing him up in the end as a villain, Brown was trying to distance
himself from what he says, but this, I fear, is too subtle by half. When challenged on the point about
Jesus’ own diary, the mad Englishman says, “Why wouldn’t Jesus have kept a chronicle of His ministry?
Most people did in those days.” Any attempt by the reader to stifle giggles at this point is overcome by
the next sentence: “Another explosive document believed to be in the treasure is a manuscript called The
Magdalene Diaries — Mary Magdalene’s personal account of her relationship with Christ, His
crucifixion and her time in France.” What is perhaps most touching about all this is Brown’s insistence
on keeping the capital H for the word His in all these sentences — though it is precisely at this point that
we want to press the question: If Jesus had been as Brown says he was, why would anyone, then or since,
suppose that Jesus was divine? Why follow him rather than any other new teacher?

13) We may safely conclude, then, that The Da Vinci Code is fiction not just in its characters and plot but in
most of its other details as well. But its real importance lies elsewhere: in its statement, albeit partial and
in some ways self-contradictory, of the mainstream liberal-American “myth of Christian origins” which
is widely believed, and indeed taught, in many churches and seminaries, and which seems to be gaining
popularity in Britain as well. This myth needs to be seen for what it is. I shall devote the central section
of this lecture to expounding it and showing that it is flawed at every point.

14) THE NEW MYTH OF CHRISTIAN ORIGINS

15) The myth that I am about to describe and critique is well known and widespread. I have met it at
Harvard; I have met it in Baptist churches in the South; I have seen bits of it all over the American
Academy of Religion and the Society of Biblical Literature, which is the more ironic since those societies
used to be devoted, in theory at least, to the supposedly scientific historical study of religions and ancient
texts, and this myth is anything but scientific or historical. There are five elements in the myth, and The
Da Vinci Code offers a sketchy but clear enough account of all of them.

16) This is the myth: First, there were dozens if not hundreds of other documents about Jesus. Some of these
have now come to light, not least in the books discovered at Nag Hammadi in Egypt 60 years ago. These
focus on Jesus more as a human being, a great religious teacher, than as a divine being. And it is these
books which give us the real truth about Jesus.

17) Second, the four Gospels in the New Testament were later products aimed at divinizing Jesus and
claiming power and prestige for the church. They were selected, for these reasons, at the time of
Constantine in the fourth century, and the multiple alternative voices were ruthlessly suppressed.

18) Third, therefore, Jesus himself wasn’t at all like the four canonical Gospels describe him. He didn’t
think he was God’s son, or that we would die for the sins of the world; he didn’t come to found a new
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religion. He was a human being pure and simple, who gave some wonderful moral and spiritual
teaching, that’s all. Oh, and he may well have been married, perhaps even with a child on the way, when
his career was cut short by death.

19) Fourth, therefore: Christianity as we know it is based on a mistake. Mainstream Christianity is sexist,
especially anti-women and anti-sex itself. It has aimed at, and in some places achieved, considerable
social power and prestige, enabling it to be politically quietist and conformist. This, I find, goes down
especially well with those who are escaping from either fundamentalism or certain types of Roman
Catholicism.

20) Fifth, the real pay-off: It is time to give up, as historically unwarranted, theologically unjustified, and
spiritually and socially damaging, the picture of Jesus and Christian origins which the church has put
about for so long, and to return to the supposedly original vision of Jesus himself, not least in terms of
getting in touch with a different form of spirituality based on metaphor rather than literal truth, of
feeling rather than structure, of discovering whatever faith you find you can believe in. This will revive
the truth for which Jesus lived, and perhaps for which he died.

21) Dan Brown adds his own touches to this fivefold myth; for instance, in line with some other recent
writers, the suggestion that this genuine spirituality, which Jesus would have taught us had his message
not been hushed up, may well involve reconnecting with the sacred feminine. (How that actually works
out in terms of his own plot isn’t clear, and the ending of the book is a major anticlimax. Is the Holy
Grail itself after all just another metaphor for boy-meets-girl romantic love?)

22) As I say, I had met this myth in various forms all over the place, long before Dan Brown wrote his book.
Brown has, however, given it wings, and I fear that it is now flying all over the place and confusing many
people as to what they can and can’t believe. The deepest irony about it is that it portrays itself as
historically rooted, when it is a tissue of fantasy; as going back to Jesus himself, when he would not have
recognized anything like it; as embodying the really creative new voice of Jesus, when it is simply
offering a variation on a well-known pattern of postmodern spirituality.

23) One small point to clear up before we proceed. Brown, like some other popular writers, includes the
Dead Sea Scrolls as documents about Jesus. They are nothing of the sort. Neither Jesus nor early
Christianity is mentioned anywhere in the scrolls. But the question of the Nag Hammadi codices is far
more significant. What can be said about them? Are they serious alternative sources for Christian
origins? Are they “the earliest Christian records,” as Brown’s mad Englishman declares?

24) Like most of those who have written recently about Jesus in his historical context, I have looked
carefully at the codices from Nag Hammadi alongside everything else. They, and similar material found
elsewhere (the so-called “Gospel of Mary” is not from Nag Hammadi), represent what is loosely called
“Gnosticism,” a many-headed spiritual movement known particularly, not least through the writings of
its opponents, from the late second century on into at least the fourth. Central to the Gnostic system,
which has many bewildering varieties and many internal contradictions, is the belief that the present
world of space, time, and matter is essentially evil, the creation of a secondary deity, and that salvation
will consist of escaping from it into a different sphere altogether both here and hereafter. Gnosticism
teaches that some humans at least have within them a divine spark which needs to be uncovered or
revealed, giving its initiates a secret “knowledge,” which in Greek is gnosis, hence “Gnosticism.” This
enables the initiate to effect his escape (it’s normally a “he”) into a spiritual world.

25) The Nag Hammadi books include the now well known so-called “Gospel of Thomas,” and other similar
collections of sayings such as the “Gospel of Philip.” Despite the current fashion for preferring and even
privileging them as giving us access to Jesus himself, I believe they are (a) demonstrably late (late second
century at the earliest), though they may contain traces of earlier material; (b) demonstrably derived
from the earlier, and now canonical, material; and (c) demonstrably different in theology from that
earlier material.
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26) The first two of these points are hotly contested, but my judgment here is shared by many in the field. In
particular, “Thomas” has been touted in some parts of North America — not really anywhere else so far
as I know — as a major key for getting behind the canonical gospels and in touch with the real Jesus,
who it turns out (according to some writers who take this line) is a figure much more like Buddha, a
teacher of a spiritual path, than one would have thought from the canonical gospels. But there are many
reasons for drawing back from this conclusion. In particular, as quite a strong index of where things
stand, we note the language of the book. “Thomas” as we have it is written in Coptic, an Egyptian
language of the time. It is simply a collection of sayings attributed to Jesus; and, in the Coptic version,
they are in no particular order. But if we translate the Coptic back into Syriac, the likely original
language of the collection, we discover that in Syriac the sayings of Jesus have been collected into a
careful pattern, with connecting words linking the different sayings each to the next. And the Syriac in
question, and the method of this linking of sayings, is closely cognate with the language and style of
writers known to us from the late second century church, not least Tatian. The strong probability is that
the collection we call “Thomas” was put together nearly 200 years after the time of Jesus and not earlier.

27) The argument that the Nag Hammadi collection is demonstrably derived from the earlier, and now
canonical, material, is more technical again and I shall not attempt to make it here. Suffice it to say that
where there are similar sayings in “Thomas” to the sayings in the canonical gospels, the differences can
be shown to be consistent with “Thomas” having modified the material in a manner which demonstrates
a large step away from the world of first-century Judaism, where we must locate Jesus himself, and
towards the world of second- and third-century syncretism. That pushes us on to the third point, which
is of course vital, namely my contention that Nag Hammadi and the related texts are demonstrably
different in theology from anything we can reliably ascribe to Jesus. Here the myth-makers insist that
the difference is this: Nag Hammadi preserves the original theology, while the canonical gospels
represent a shift towards the divinizing of Jesus and, with that, a move towards socially acceptable
orthodoxy over against the exciting, dynamic, semi-Gnostic religion of the codices.

28) But the differences all indicate that it is the Nag Hammadi codices, not the canonical gospels, which have
succumbed to a shift away from an early to a later viewpoint. Again, three points to be made.

29) First, they involve a massive step away from the Jewish context of Jesus’ ministry and towards some
kind of Platonic viewpoint. Jesus’ idea of the Kingdom of God coming on earth as in heaven is
transformed into a kingdom-teaching which is all about a private and detached spirituality. Whereas in
the canonical gospels Jesus seems at several points to be calling his fellow Jews back to a genuine
following of Israel’s God and the inner meaning of the Jewish law, in the Nag Hammadi codices
Judaism, where it occurs at all, has become simply part of the problem. A particularly telling sentence in
“Thomas” has Jesus declare, not that if the temple is destroyed it will be rebuilt, but that he will destroy
the temple and no-one will be able to rebuild it. The Jesus of “Thomas” is at best non-Jewish, at worst
anti-Jewish. This fits very neatly with the largely non-Jewish Jesus invented by Rudolf Bultmann and his
followers, and reinvented by the now defunct “Jesus Seminar,” but not at all with any picture of Jesus
which can be produced by serious and sober historical scholarship.

30) Second, the Nag Hammadi codices have taken a large step away from a narrative world and into
detached aphorisms and isolated teachings. There is no attempt to tell the story of Jesus or even stories
about him, or to see that story and those stories within the context of the larger story of God and the
world, of God and Israel. They show all the signs of having been abstracted from that setting, as though
someone were to go through Shakespeare’s plays and extract all the great one-liners without any attempt
to show where they belong within the dramas of which they form part.

31) In particular, third, they have seen Jesus not as the one who, climactically and decisively, died on the
cross and rose again, but simply as a teacher. This is the heart of it all. They have made the message
about Jesus not good news about something that has happened, but good advice as to how one might re-
order one’s life. Actually, of course, the advice is not in fact that good. What then about the place of
Mary Magdalene, who, according to Dan Brown and some other writers, features strongly in the Gnostic
writings, representing a goddess-figure, the embodiment of the “sacred feminine,” the Holy Grail, the
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Rose, the Divine Mother? It is all pure imagination. (Well, it is at least imagination, certainly.) Mary
Magdalene is mentioned in precisely three of the Nag Hammadi scrolls (as against “the countless
references to Jesus’ and Mary Magdalene’s union” (333)). The “Gospel of Mary” is the report of a vision
which sets the material world against the nonmaterial, seeing Mind as the intermediary of Soul and
Spirit. This is fairly standard Platonic idealism; it is hard to see what it’s got to do with the sacred
feminine, but it’s easy to see that it has nothing to do with a first-century Jewish prophetic movement
such as that of Jesus. The “Gospel of Philip” is the one where Jesus kisses Mary — but the idea that a
kiss was a key gesture of romantic attachment won’t survive two minutes when we move away from
Hollywood and into the real world of late antiquity. There is not the slightest sign, in Nag Hammadi any
more than in the Dead Sea Scrolls, of Jesus being married to Mary and having a child by her. The
“Gospel of Thomas” has one saying about Mary (51:19), in which “Jesus” states that “Mary will be
saved if she makes herself male, because every female who makes herself male will become fit for the
kingdom of God.” That is hardly a ringing endorsement for the sacred feminine. If it’s sacred femininity
you want, you must look elsewhere, to various forms of paganism ancient and modern. These have
become enormously popular in some strands of New Age and postmodern thinking. They have found
their way into some revisionist versions of western Christianity. But they have nothing to do with Nag
Hammadi and nothing whatever to do with early Christianity.

32) By contrast, the canonical gospels — despite every effort to prove the contrary — are still regarded by
the great majority of scholars as early, written within at the outside 50 years of Jesus’ lifetime, quite
possibly much sooner. The New Testament documents are solidly rooted in the first century. The gospels
are dependent in turn on traditions that are very early indeed. Professor Richard Bauckham of St
Andrews, who knows more about early Christian traditions than most other scholars put together, is
about to publish a book arguing for a much stronger eye-witness content in the canonical gospels than
has normally been supposed. The Christian writers of the early second century know and revere the four
canonical Gospels, but show no knowledge of traditions like the Gnostic writings. When the canon of the
New Testament was finally decided upon, it was not a matter of selecting four books arbitrarily from a
list of several dozen. It was a matter of noting that these four Gospels had been known from very early
onto have been the core testimony to Jesus.

33) More especially, the divinity of Jesus is already firmly established by Paul, within 20 or 30 years of
Jesus’ death. John and Hebrews — and indeed Luke and Matthew, who are almost as explicit — are
written by [A.D.] 90 or so at the latest, quite possibly much earlier. The idea that, in the words of one of
Dan Brown’s characters, Jesus was “just a good man” who “walked the earth and inspired millions to
live better lives” is a modern trivialization that, to do them justice, even the Nag Hammadi documents do
not perpetrate. And the suggestion, which you meet constantly and not only in The Da Vinci Code, that
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John omitted Jesus’ human characteristics and wrote the story up to make
him divine, is a complete travesty of what they are about. The Gospel stories are of course very strange.
But they cannot be reduced to a simple clash between, or indeed a simple combination of, something we
might call “divinity” and something we might call “humanity.” The Jesus we meet in the four canonical
Gospels is a flesh-and-blood human being who makes real decisions, who struggles in prayer to know his
Father’s will and follow it to the end, who weeps at the tomb of his friend — and who, shockingly,
embraces a vocation which, in terms of the Old Testament Scriptures he knew so well, meant that he was
to do and be what, in Scripture, only Israel’s God gets to do and be. This represents a coming together of
divine and human which makes no sense except as an account of the real life and mind of a first-century
Jew called Jesus.

34) I have argued elsewhere in detail that this portrait of Jesus is indeed thoroughly credible as a portrait of
a prophetic figure of the Palestinian Judaism of the ’20s of the first century. We do not have to jettison
the canonical Gospels to make historical sense of the figure of Jesus. Yes, it is shocking to find him
discovering his messianic vocation in the call to suffer and die for Israel and the world, taking on to
himself the fate he had predicted for the nation that had refused God’s call to be the light of the world. It
is not so much shocking but depressing to discover how that historical perspective has been first



14

misrepresented within the church, then rejected by some for theological reasons, and then simply
sidelined. You would not know, either from the Nag Hammadi texts or from the propagators of the
modern myth, that Jesus’ death was regarded from within the earliest Christianity we know, that of
Paul (who is conspicuous by his absence from the myth in most of its forms), as part of the very centre of
everything, part of the key reason to be a Christian, a follower of Jesus, at all.

35) In particular, the resurrection of Jesus was central to early Christianity, though you’d never know that,
either, from Dan Brown or from the many other writers who perpetrate the modern myth in its various
forms. And Jesus’ death was consequently interpreted, from extremely early in the Christian movement,
as (a) the fulfillment of the Jewish scriptures, (b) the defeat of all rival spiritual powers, and (c) the
means of forgiveness of sins. Early Christianity was not primarily a movement which showed, or taught,
how one might live a better life; that came as the corollary of the main emphasis, which was that the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had fulfilled his age-old purposes, had dealt with the powers of evil, and
had launched his project of new creation upon the world. The early Christian gospel, which was then
written up in the four canonical Gospels, was the good news, not that a new teaching about hidden
wisdom had appeared, enabling those who tapped into it to improve the quality of their lives here or
even hereafter, but that something had happened through which the evil which had infected the world
had been overthrown and a new creation launched, and that all human beings were invited to become
part of that project by becoming renewed themselves.

36) In particular, this included from the start a strong political critique. Not the tired old left-wing harangue
in Christian dress, of course, but a more subtle, more Jewish, more devastating critique: Jesus is Lord,
therefore Caesar isn’t. That is there in Paul. It is there in Matthew, in John, in Revelation. If the canon
was written, or read, to curry political favor, it was dramatically unsuccessful. Those who were thrown
to the lions were not reading “Thomas” or Q or the “Gospel of Mary.” They were reading Matthew,
Mark, Luke, John, and the rest, and being sustained thereby in a subversive mode of faith and life
which, growing out of apocalyptic Judaism, posed a far greater threat to Roman empire and pagan
worldviews than Cynic philosophy or Gnostic spirituality ever could. Why would Caesar worry about
people rearranging their private spiritualities? And when Constantine, faced with half his empire
turning Christian, decided to go with the tide, what was the church supposed to do? Protest that it would
be more authentic to remain a beleaguered and persecuted minority? Let comfortable Western
Christians think about what the church had suffered under Diocletian in the years immediately before
Constantine — and what the church is suffering in many parts of the world today — and ask themselves
who has compromised, and with what.

37) In fact, the contemporary myth gets things exactly the wrong way round. It isn’t the case that the
canonical New Testament is politically and socially quiescent, colluding with empire, while the Jesus
whom we meet in the Nag Hammadi texts and similar documents is politically and socially subversive, so
dangerous that he had to be suppressed. It’s the other way round, and this may be among the most
telling points we have to recognize for today. You may salve your own conscience by embracing
Gnosticism, by telling yourself how very wicked the world is and how you are going to escape it once and
for all by following the path of spiritual self-discovery and enlightenment. But if Caesar takes any notice
at all, all he will do is sneer at you and go on his way to yet more triumphs of sheer power. And if that
happened in the second century, we can be sure it’s precisely what’s happening today. Heidegger and
Bultmann couldn’t prevent Hitler; Derrida and Foucault and their numerous disciples can’t do anything
to stop the new empires of today. Certainly those who are advocating a new kind of do-it-yourself
spirituality, and claiming that Jesus is somehow in or behind it all, cut no ice on the political front.

38) The challenge comes, therefore, at the level of worldview. Yes, of course the church has often got it
wrong, including in its views of women (where it has, basically, failed to see what was there in the New
Testament itself). Yes, the Constantinian settlement was deeply ambiguous; but they knew it at the time,
and it was only with the high Middle Ages that things went so badly wrong. Yes, Christianity has —
especially in the 20th century — pretended that it’s a “faith,” unrelated to history. But its historical
roots are rock solid, and the faith that is based on them is not a loose, “whatever-works-for-you”
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postmodern construct. This faith, and the worldview which it generates, are the heart of the challenge
with which I want now to conclude.

39) CONCLUSION

40) Let me sum up this lecture in the following way. The Da Vinci Code is a symptom of something much
bigger, a lightning rod which has throbbed with the electricity of the postmodern western world.

41) One of the basic fault lines in the contemporary Western world is the line between neo-Gnosticism on the
one hand and the challenge of Jesus on the other. Please note that, despite strenuous attempts to make
this line coincide with the current sharp left-right polarization of American culture and politics, it
simply doesn’t. Nor, for that matter, does it coincide with the polarizations of British or European
culture either. So what is this real, deep polarization which runs through our world?

42) Neo-Gnosticism is the philosophy that invites you to search deep inside yourself and discover some
exciting things by which you must then live. It is the philosophy which declares that the only real moral
imperative is that you should then be true to what you find when you engage in that deep inward search.
But this is not a religion of redemption. It is not at all a Jewish vision of the covenant God who sets free
the helpless slaves. It appeals, on the contrary, to the pride that says “I’m really quite an exciting person,
deep down, whatever I may look like outwardly” — the theme of half the cheap movies and novels in
today’s world. It appeals to the stimulus of that ever-deeper navel-gazing (“finding out who I really am”)
which is the subject of a million self-help books, and the home-made validation of a thousand ethical
confusions. It corresponds, in other words, to what a great many people in our world want to believe and
want to do, rather than to the hard and bracing challenge of the very Jewish gospel of Jesus. It appears
to legitimate precisely that sort of religion which a large swathe of America and a fair chunk of Europe
yearns for: a free-for-all, do-it-yourself spirituality, with a strong though ineffective agenda of social
protest against the powers that be, and an I'm-OK-you're-OK attitude on all matters religious and
ethical. At least, with one exception: You can have any sort of spirituality you like (Zen, labyrinths, Tai
Chi) as long as it isn’t orthodox Christianity.

43) By contrast, the challenge of Jesus, in the 21st century as in the first, is that we should look away from
ourselves and get on board with the project the one true God launched at creation and re-launched with
Jesus himself. The authentic Christian gospel, which is good news about something that has happened as
a result of which the world is a different place — this gospel demands that we submit to Jesus as Lord
and allow all other allegiances, loves and self-discoveries to be realigned in that light. God’s project, and
God’s gospel, are rooted in solid history as opposed to Gnostic fantasy and its modern equivalents.
Genuine Christianity is to be expressed in self-giving love and radical holiness, not self-cosseting self-
discovery. And it lives by, and looks for the completion of, the new world in which God will put all things
to rights and wipe away all tears from all eyes; in which all knees will bow at the name of Jesus, not
because he had a secret love-child, not because he was a teacher of recondite wisdom, not because he
showed us how we could get in touch with the hidden feminine, but because he died as the fulfillment of
the Scriptural story of God’s people and rose as the fulfillment of the world-redeeming purposes of the
same creator God; and because, in that death and resurrection, we discover him to be the one at whose
name every knee shall indeed bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, confessing Jesus Christ
as Lord to the glory of God the Father.

Above is available at http://www.spu.edu/response/summer2k5/features/davincicode.asp

Relevant:

www.durhamcathedral.co.uk/ - The Diocese and Cathedral of Durham

www.ntwrightpage.com/ - many lectures, writings, and audio resources of N.T.Wright

The Brown and Wright items are available in the ALL HANDOUTS subsite of www.philosophy-
religion.org/ - edited by Dr. Nolan. The other subsites might also be of interest.
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The Magdalen and The Da Vinci Code
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Professor of New Testament

The Da Vinci Code maintains that Jesus and Mary
Magdalene enjoyed a sexual relationship and had
children. As the recent British lawsuit made clear,
Dan Brown derived this notion from Holy Blood,
Holy Grail, a work of the 1980s that pretends to be a
historical study. Brown argues that patriarchal
Christianity gave us the familiar image of Mary
Magdalene as a prostitute and suppressed knowledge
of the relationship between Jesus and Mary.

Brown's story contains elements of truth. The

legend of Mary the prostitute, found nowhere in the

New Testament but well attested by the sixth century,

developed from a conflation of several biblical

women. It undercut Mary's status and, therefore,
women's status in the church.

The Gospels (Luke 8:2-3) portray Mary as a key

follower of Jesus, who supported his public ministry

and witnessed his resurrection. The Gospel of

Did Jesus and Mary Magdalene

have a sexual relationship?
John offers the most elaborate account. Peter and the
"beloved disciple" come to the tomb on Easter
morning. The beloved disciple looks in and believes,
but Peter doesn't understand. Mary turns from the
empty tomb and stands grieving in the garden. She
asks one whom she takes to be the gardener what he
has done with the body of Jesus. Upon hearing his
voice calling, "Mary," she turns and recognizes him,
saying, "Rabboni, my master." Jesus commissions her
to tell his disciples that he has risen-thus making her
apostle to the apostles.

Church fathers such as Hippolytus, a bishop in

third-century Rome, acknowledged this role, despite

the fact that other New Testament texts honor Peter

as the primary witness. The emphasis on Peter's role

reflects a masculine bias that would come to

dominate early Christian literature and social

organization.

The claims about a sexual relationship between

Jesus and Mary rest in part on false assumptions'(

e.g., that all Jewish men in the first century were

married) and the evidence of two second-century

apocryphal works. One, the Gospel of Mary ,

recounts a post-resurrection dialogue-in which Jesus

teaches his disciples about their return to the world of

spirit. After

Jesus' ascension, Mary tells of her visionary experi-
ence and explains the teaching of Jesus. Peter objects
to her teaching, but Levi says, "Mary can teach us
because Jesus loved her more than any of us."

This text-hardly evidence for first-century history-

defends women's roles as teachers and preachers,

roles threatened by an increasingly patriarchal church.

But support for women's leadership is not an

endorsement of sexuality. Ecclesiastical leadership in

such texts is usually associated with strict ascetical

discipline.

The second text, the Gospel of Philip, focuses on

rituals, including the ritual kiss. This was an early

equivalent of "passing the peace": instead of shaking

hands with those next to you, you kiss them, in the

Mediterranean mode of greeting. The practice won

second-century Christians a bad reputation. Men and

women, gathered in nocturnal assembly-calling each

other "brother" and "sister," and kissing-sounded to

critical ears like incest. Such folk also claimed to eat

flesh and drink blood, evidence of cannibalism!

Many second-century apologists sought to refute

such accusations. This text seeks, rather, to explain

Christian ritual. It interprets the kiss as a means of

inculcating spiritual value. Like the Gospel of Mary,

it also cites precedent: "Jesus loved Mary more than

the rest of us, because he used to kiss her on the ... "-

and here is a hole in the text. One reasonable supple-

ment is the word "mouth." Brown construes the pas-

sage as evidence of a sexual relationship. But the con-

text suggests that the story is an etiological legend,

justifying the ritual: "We can exchange the ritual kiss

because even Jesus did so with Mary."

Is it possible that Jesus and Mary had a sexual

relationship? Of course, and if so, he would indeed be

a very human character. But is it probable? Early

evidence suggests otherwise. His sayings subordi-

nating family life to loyalty to his cause (e.g., Luke

14:26) point in another direction. His "hard saying"

about those who make themselves eunuchs for the

sake of the Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 19:12) also

bespeaks commitment to a radical, celibate lifestyle.

Such a saying is not what someone would invent, but

what a provocative preacher and teacher like Jesus

probably pronounce. It is hard to think of the man

who said that having a wife and children.

The Da Vinci Code continues to fascinate, in part

because it is an engaging bit of pulp fiction, in part

because it raises provocative questions about

Christian origins. The fiction may be entertaining; the

historical claims must be taken cum grano salis.
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The eunuch asked Philip, "About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?" Then
Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus. (Acts 8.34-35)

Yesterday, in my small corner of the world, an unknown gunman fired shots outside a middle school,

gunfire closed down a nursery school, investigators found DNA evidence in the Duke rape case, police
agreed they had been lax in responding to initial rape reports, and a biomedical engineering deal

collapsed over money.

A lot else happened, too, everyday news affecting people's lives, such as housing sales, baseball,

education spending, layoffs, hockey, and vandalism.

Meanwhile, as the May 15 release of the film "The Da Vinci Code" draws near, many Christian leaders are
in high dudgeon. They see the film as "blasphemous," as undermining the "pillars" of Christian faith, as

an affront to believers, as worthy of public scolding by the Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury. They

plan boycotts, counter-teachings, and publicity campaigns.

In addition to guaranteeing a large audience for the film, such attacks seem to miss two crucial points.

One is that people are curious about "The Da Vinci Code" because it raises interesting questions about

Jesus. Rather than drive people away from Jesus, it is drawing people closer. Yes, it calls into question
some doctrines and institutional decisions made in the early Christian era. But recent scholarship

suggests those doctrines and decisions need to be questioned, because they distorted the Gospel in
order to build a Church.

Jesus might not have married Mary Magdalene and had children, as the novel speculates. But something

happened, something was lost, and people not only sense that, but they want to dig deeper. It is that

digging deeper into Christian origins which so threatens Church leaders. What I see is the franchise
protecting itself.

The second point: don't Christian leaders have better things to do? In a world where gunmen threaten

children, wealth flows inexorably toward the few, and people want to make sense of their lives and need

God's help in doing so, how do these prelates have time for movie criticism? Are they so cut off from the
needs, wounds and joys of their own people that they think a movie is worth a single protesting breath?

It's like the Ethiopian eunuch's question. Reading ancient words raised questions. Those questions

strayed from inherited tradition, but that is what questions do. Philip recognized a teachable moment, and
he told about Jesus.

Rather than expend their dwindling credibility on fighting a movie, I wish Christian leaders saw their
people's lives, heard their questions, let go of franchise-defending, and joined in their people's curiosity

about who Jesus was and is and is to come.
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