Da Vinci Code – what's all the fuss about?

John Twisleton, Chichester Diocesan Mission and Renewal Officer, reflects on the recent blockbuster novel by Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code.
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It came from America where it made a stir. Over 7 million copies have sold in Britain. When I saw that MP’s were listing it as their preferred holiday reading I bought my copy to catch up on the phenomenon of the moment. It was exciting reading, all 605 pages, even if it left me with a few questions.

Da Vinci – why the fuss?

Sandwiched in the fast moving plot are some brief but notable assertions that challenge the historical base of Christianity. For many readers they would be skipped over because the main thrust of the book is a chase across several countries to follow clues and decipher a code found near the body of a murdered curator of the Louvre. The controversial assertions in the book have been well publicised though criticisms they have received from US Christian commentators, a controversy that has spilled across the Atlantic.

What are the controversial assertions?

· That the church has lied about the divinity of Jesus for twenty centuries, a lie that historians have been guilty of supporting, and has not hesitated to kill to defend the lie. 
· That the New Testament documents were put together three centuries after the crucifixion by the Emperor Constantine who burned earlier documents that described Jesus as a mortal man. 
· That Jesus Christ was married to Mary Magdalene who, as bearer of Christ's blood line, is the real Holy Grail. 
· That as the original feminist Jesus intended his Church to be in the hands of Mary Magdalene, not Peter as witnessed by the excluded Gnostic gospels. 
· That the church has demonised Mary Magdalene as a prostitute to suppress the truth.

Do these assertions matter?
Since Da Vinci Code has been so well received and been praised by some for historical accuracy they do matter despite their fantastic nature. When Dan Brown was asked how much of his book is factual on the BBC Radio 4 Today programme his answer was, “Everything”. His controversial assertions are made plausible by their being woven into a wider picture of intrigue linked to the captivating force of the story. The popularity of the book is leading some to say “if so many readers think they are true they can hardly be fiction.” From a Christian point of view the debate over Da Vinci Code is therefore a unique opportunity to clarify the historical basis of Christianity.

What answers can Christians give to Dan Brown's assertions?

· We have nothing to hide. Christianity is no conspiracy but something based on historical events witnessed in public. The Mary Magdalene of Brown's conspiracy is actually the foremost witness to the public death and resurrection of Jesus. The claim that Constantine established Christ's divinity flies in the face of the first and second century New Testament documents which thrill with the truth of his resurrection. Christianity has not invented the Lordship of Christ but is rather a movement carried forward by it.

· Dan Brown's assertion that the four gospels were selected from others by Constantine in the fourth century flies in the face of scholarship of any hue. We have only to quote second century Irenaeus who mentions their being already well established. 
· If Jesus had been married to Mary Magdalene that would not necessarily have affected his divinity or saving work but it would have merited mention by St Paul who at one point defends his own right to marry and would have used Jesus as support in such a case.
· The claim that orthodox Christianity countered Jesus’ feminism may have some truth in the way women have been treated historically but the rival Gnostic tradition seems to be less feminist. In the Gospel of Thomas excluded from canonical scripture we read “every woman who will make herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven” v114.

· If Mary Magdalene has been associated with the sinful woman in the gospel that is because she is seen like others as a witness to Christ's grace and forgiveness which are more distinctive of Christianity than the ecclesiastical power politics alleged in Da Vinci Code. 
How can Christians exploit the interest in Da Vinci?

We can read the book. It is actually very easy to read and quite thrilling in the main storyline. Then we are equipped to engage with people about the controversial assertions As the interest continues with the film release of Da Vinci Code why not arrange a Da Vinci Code evening at your church? This could be held in a “Gothic atmosphere” with suitable lighting, incense, etc. A brief presentation could be followed by interviews with guest experts and then a response to audience questions. An evangelistic talk about the significance of the blood of Jesus and the eucharistic chalice could be slipped into the evening. To find out more about the historical basis of Christian faith that is questioned by the book try Darrell Block, Breaking the Da Vinci Code or http://www.christianitytoday.com/history/special/davincicode.html or commend this article on http://mission.diochi.org.uk.
