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In The Da Vinci Code, Dan Brown both implicitly and explicitly references Gnosticism. He explicitly references it twice. We will examine these references later. The implicit references come from Brown’s allusions to the Gnostic Gospels, and the alleged marriage of Mary Magdalene and Jesus. Almost all of Brown’s insinuations about Gnosticism are inaccurate. Although some scholars claim that The Da Vinci Code (DVC) is a Gnostic work, due to its supposed adherence to Gnostic tenets, this is not the case. Indeed, The DVC is far from being a work of Gnosticism. Dan Brown confuses the rites of the Gnostics with those of other societies, and emphasizes only the parts of the Gnostic Gospels that he can twist to fit his story line.

To comprehend fully the extent of Dan Brown’s errors, we must first understand the true nature of Gnosticism. Gnosticism is hard to classify. It is not an organized religion in the manner of Christianity, but rather it is a belief system. There are two problems inherent in attempting to grasp the basic tenets of Gnosticism. The first is that Gnosticism has not had a linear progression throughout history. There is no central Gnostic organization. The second is that there are so many dichotomous ideas within the belief system. These variations have been present in Gnostic thought since its origin. We will explore and attempt to understand the essential Gnostic principles.

Contemporary society was not even aware of the information provided by the Gnostic Gospels until about 1945. The discovery of the Gnostic Gospels was entirely an accident. The man who discovered the documents was named Muhammad ‘Ali al-Samman. He was an Arab peasant who found the Gospels in Upper Egypt. “Shortly before he and his brothers avenged their father’s murder in a blood feud, they had saddled their camels and gone out to the Jabal to dig for sabakh, a soft soil they used to fertilize their crops. Digging around a massive boulder, they hit a red earthenware jar, almost a meter high. Muhammad ‘Ali…raised his mattock, smashed the jar, and discovered inside thirteen papyrus books, bound in leather.”
 The manuscripts were sold on the black market in Cairo, and soon came to the attention of the Egyptian government. The government acquired eleven and a half of the thirteen leather-bound books, and put them in the Coptic Museum in Cairo. A large part of the thirteenth book was smuggled out of Egypt and sold in America. Muhammad ‘Ali later admitted that some portions of the thirteen books were either burned up or thrown away. He had discovered Coptic translations, approximately 1,500 years old, of ancient manuscripts. These manuscripts were copies of the original Gnostic Gospels. The dates for the originals are suggested to be between 50 A.D. and 180 A.D.

Contained within these Gospels are the major theories and philosophies of Gnosticism. The general characteristics of Gnostic thought may be summarized as follows: 

“Gnosticism asserts that ‘direct, personal, and absolute knowledge of the authentic truths of existence is accessible to human beings,’ and the attainment of such knowledge is the supreme achievement of human life. Primary among all the revelatory perceptions a Gnostic might reach was the profound awakening that came with knowledge that something within him was uncreated. The Gnostics called this ‘uncreated self’ the divine seed, the pearl, the spark of knowing. [In addition there is] the image of God as a dyad, or duality. In many of the Nag Hammadi Gnostic texts God is imaged as a dyad of masculine and feminine elements.”
  

Gnosticism begins with the concept of the Godhead. Humans could not comprehend this reality, as it eluded the grasp of limited mortal minds. It was 

“taught that in the beginning, there was no God, there was just the Godhead, which…. was Nothing because it did not exist in any sense that we can understand. But this Nothingness had wished to make itself known and was not content to remain alone in Depth and Silence. There was an inner revolution in the depths of its unfathomable being which resulted in a series of emanations…the first of these emanations was the ‘God,’ which we know and pray to. Yet even ‘God’ was inaccessible to us and needed further elucidation. Consequently new emanations proceeded from God in pairs…each pair of emanations consisted of a male and female – a scheme which attempted to neutralize the more masculine tenor of more conventional monotheism.”

For man, the universe is a vast prison. He is enslaved by the physical laws of nature and by moral laws. Man can be personified as Adam, who sleeps the sleep of ignorance. Each man has the possibility of awakening from the sleep of ignorance. What can effect this awakening is only knowledge, not obedience, faith, or good works. Man does not attain this knowledge by cognition, but instead through revelatory experiences. This knowledge is not information, but a change of the animate consciousness.
  

The most fundamental belief of the Gnostics is that man must achieve salvation for himself. The way to achieve salvation is through self-knowledge, or gnosis. Sin is not caused by evil or ill-will, but rather by ignorance. Thus, salvation is not impeded by sin, but rather by a lack of introspection. Gnostics believe that within each person is a spark of the divine. This spark is the source for the inspiration that leads to salvation. By understanding the divine inside each of us, and achieving gnosis, man can “come to know his true Father and Mother.”
 In doing so, we can find the road to the pure spiritual essence of God and slough off the corporal body. Gnostics view the body as tainted and corrupted, and an obstacle to the search for self-enlightenment. 

The majority of Gnostics reject the concept of Jesus’ divinity. Christian tradition holds that Jesus was a living man who “like the rest of humanity, was born, lived in a family, became hungry and tired, ate and drank wine, suffered and died. They even went so far as to insist that he rose bodily from the dead.”
 Gnostics do not believe that the acts of the life on earth have any significance to the life of the divine, or the life of the spirit. While Gnostics accept and believe that Jesus was a living man and prophet of God, they do not accept that he was more divine than any other man. They are unwilling to worship or venerate Jesus more than a typical priest. Because Gnostics believe that Jesus is no more than a man, they do not acknowledge the resurrection of the Christ. In the Apocalypse of Peter, a Gnostic Gospel, the Lord explains to Peter through a vision that only this “fleshly counterpart” is able to die. However, the “primal part”, meaning the animate and intelligent spirit, is “released to join ‘the perfect light with my holy spirit.’”
 A believer can only suffer on a human and physical level. The divine spirit within each person transcends suffering and death, and moves on to a higher place. Therefore, the Gnostic tradition discusses visions and messages of Jesus, instead of his physical resurrection. One of the major breaks between Gnosticism and Christianity exists because of these opposing concepts of Jesus.


It is easy to see why Gnosticism was not a movement that gained mass support. Christianity provided a better link between people and Jesus by making Him a more human figure. He brought people hope that physical suffering had an end and a purpose. Christianity allowed more room for personal error and was viewed as having more of a community focus. The Church shunned Gnostics as elitist and only accepting those who were spiritually enlightened. Organized Catholicism saw the role of the Church as teaching the uninitiated about the great religious mysteries, so that they could be freed from sin and go to heaven when they died.


The main reason that the Catholic Church had problems with the existence of Gnosticism was that it challenged its authority. Gnosticism was a challenge in two ways. The first was by simply existing and providing an alternative religious road. The second was that the fundamental principles of Gnosticism contradicted the hierarchical nature of the Catholic Church. If people can only achieve redemption for themselves, then there is no need for organized religion to teach people the way to redemption. In addition, if everyone is equally capable of achieving gnosis, or insight, then a hierarchy such as existed in the Catholic Church is unnecessary and meaningless. If one has achieved gnosis, then a bishop or priest who may or may not have achieved a similar state has no authority over one. 

Gnosticism differs from Christianity in another critical way. The chief expression of Gnostic belief is in the Gnostic Gospels, which are discussed in The DVC. These gospels are at odds with the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John that are in the New Testament. Significantly, the Gnostic Gospels are not included in the Bible. The Gnostic Gospels were not written by people who could have known Jesus and the disciples personally. They were written about one hundred fifty to three hundred years after Jesus’ death.
 However, this time lag does not mean that the Gnostic Gospels do not contain valuable information and concepts. Unlike the Biblical gospels, which focus on actual people, places, and events, the Gnostic Gospels center around abstract theological notions. Thus, their veracity is not a problem. One reads the Gnostic Gospels to learn about Gnostic tenets, not for their historical information.

The first time that Brown explicitly mentions Gnosticism is during Teabing’s and Langdon’s supposed explanation of Mary Magdalene, the Holy Grail, and Mary’s role as Jesus’ wife. 

“The cover read: The Gnostic Gospels. Teabing heaved it open, and Langdon and Sophie joined him. Sophie could see it contained photographs of what appeared to be magnified passages of ancient documents – tattered papyrus with handwritten text. ‘These are photocopies of the Nag Hammadi and Dead Sea scrolls, which I mentioned earlier,’ Teabing said. ‘The earliest Christian records. Troublingly, they do not match up with the gospels in the Bible.’”
 Brown goes on to quote the Gnostic Gospel of Philip. “And the companion of the Savior is Mary Magdalene. Christ loved her more than all the disciples and used to kiss her often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended by it and expressed disapproval. They said to him, ‘Why do you love here more than all of us?’ The words surprised Sophie, and yet they hardly seemed conclusive. ‘It says nothing of marriage.’ ‘Au contraire.’ Teabing smiled, pointing to the first line. ‘As any Aramaic scholar will tell you, the word companion, in those days, literally meant spouse.’”
 

This is an oft discussed passage, as a large portion of the question of Jesus’ marriage hinges upon it. Unfortunately, there are quite a few mistakes. First, Brown “refers to the Nag Hammadi find as ‘scrolls,’ but they are not. They are codexes – books with individual pages. Indeed, it is actually the oldest example we have of leather-bound books.”
 Second, a book that contained sections of both the Nag Hammadi documents and the Dead Sea scrolls would not have “The Gnostic Gospels” stamped on the cover unless the person stamping was ignorant of the contents. There were some Gnostic Gospels contained in the Nag Hammadi documents, but the Dead Sea scrolls “do not contain any gospels, nor were they written by the Gnostics.”
 Third, the Nag Hammadi documents and Dead Sea scrolls do not represent the “earliest Christian records”
. The Dead Sea scrolls have nothing to do with Christianity, and “the Nag Hammadi texts date from the second half of the fourth century. Hence a large body of New Testament manuscript material predates them.”

Another large issue is that the section that Brown quotes is not actually in the Gospel of Philip. The problem is that as it is such an old document, there are words missing. One of these words takes the spot where Brown supplies the word mouth. Erwin Lutzer argues that the quote says, 

“The companion is Mary of Magdala. Jesus loved her more than his students. He kissed her often on the face, more than all his students, and they said, ‘Why do you love her more than us?’”

There is a blank space where scholars have filled in her face. For all we know, it is the hand or the cheek instead of mouth or face. This interpretation of the quote also implies that Jesus kissed the other disciples in the same place, just not as often. This lends itself to the idea that the kissing was on the cheek, as it continues to be in Europe and the Middle East today.

Brown says that “any Aramaic scholar”
 will tell us about the definition of “companion” and its connotations from those days. However, the Gnostic Gospels do not come to us in Aramaic, but rather in Coptic. Aramaic is a term “applied to the northern branches of the Semitic family of languages, including Syriac and Chaldee.”
 It survived into Roman times, particularly in Palestine and Syria. Among the Jews, the common people used Aramaic, while Hebrew was the language of religion and of the government. East Aramaic, a variation of Aramaic, is still spoken today by small sects of Jacobite and Nestorian Christians in the Middle East.
 Coptic was the language of the Copts. It is obsolete today. Coptic represents the final stage of the ancient Egyptian language. Instead of being written with hieroglyphics, it was written with the Greek alphabet and a few extra symbols. There were six dialects of Coptic. One of them, Asyutic, flourished in the fourth century. The Gospel of John, as well as many other Gnostic documents, is preserved in this dialect.
 Clearly, “any Aramaic scholar”
 would not be able to tell us about the meaning of the word companion, as the Gnostic Gospels were not written in Aramaic, but rather in Coptic. In addition, “the word companion in either [Aramaic or Coptic] is frequently used for friendship; by no means does it always mean marriage.”
 

Brown’s second explicit reference to Gnosticism takes place when Sophie describes the rite of Hieros Gamos to Langdon. She does not yet know that Hieros Gamos is the alleged name of the sex rite she witnessed. Langdon will tell her “Hieros Gamos had nothing to do with eroticism. It was a spiritual act. Historically, intercourse was the act through which male and female experienced God. The ancients believed that the male was spiritually incomplete until he had carnal knowledge of the sacred feminine. Physical union with the female remained the sole means through which man could become spiritually complete and ultimately achieve gnosis – knowledge of the divine. Since the days of Isis, sex rites had been considered man’s only bridge from earth to heaven.”
 Brown is clearly attempting to link the Gnostic tradition to pagan sex rituals. He tries to do this by invoking the word gnosis and tying these pagan rites to the knowledge of the divine. 

Hieros Gamos is Greek for “sacred marriage.” At least once a year, divine persons (representations of the deities) were supposed to engage in sexual intercourse to guarantee “the fertility of the land, the prosperity of the community, and the continuation of the cosmos. Some scholars have applied the term Hieros Gamos to all myths of a divine pair (e.g., heaven–earth) whose sexual intercourse is creative, meaning resulting in procreation. The term, however, should probably be restricted only to those agricultural cultures that ritually reenact the marriage and that relate the marriage to agriculture, as in Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, Canaan, Israel (the Song of Solomon has been suggested to be a hierogamitic text), Greece, and India.”
 There are indeed analogies between Gnostic thought and Egyptian and Mesopotamian thought. Although some scholars have tried to stretch these comparisons to cover the idea of a sacred marriage, this is not the case. The Gnostics do not practice sex rituals due to their contempt for the physical body.
It is would be very inconsistent with Gnostic tradition to have sexual rituals as a focal part of their religion. They hated their bodies. A major goal of the Gnostics was to escape into a purer place without corporeal substance. Sex, an act that prominently features that despised human flesh, is hardly likely to be praised or advocated. Brown’s attempts to link the Gnostics to this tradition only show his ignorance about fundamental Gnostic beliefs. There certainly may have been some Gnostic offshoots with sexual practices. However, this was far from being the norm.

It is easy to see why most people might misinterpret the truth of Gnosticism from the so-called “facts” presented in The Da Vinci Code. Dan Brown discusses the Gnostic Gospels with apparent expertise, and gives a description of Gnostic tradition that appears to be credible. Indeed, given the novel’s insistence that Jesus was just a man, and not the son of God, it can be understood why some believe Dan Brown is a Gnostic. Not only does he argue in favor of Jesus’ mortality, he also heavily criticizes the Catholic Church, and creates protagonists who admire secret societies and esoteric spiritual knowledge. In this light, Dan Brown does appear to be a Gnostic. However, what is more convincing is the fact that he appears to have done little serious research on Gnostic beliefs or practices. Dan Brown’s portrayal of Gnostic tradition is highly inaccurate. The Da Vinci Code is neither a work of Gnosticism nor an accurate depiction of this religious tradition.
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