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Alternative Passion Plots
Dan Brown’s, The DaVinci Code has evoked considerable controversy. Some strong Christian believers are not willing to accept his alternative plot of the story of Jesus Christ. Some people dismiss his ideas immediately and believe Brown’s writing to be complete nonsense. He is, however, not the first author to write an alternative plot to the story of Jesus Christ; many other literary works and films that question the divinity of Jesus appeared long before Brown’s book. The Man Who Died by D.H. Lawrence, King Jesus by Robert Grave and The Passover Plot by Hugh Schonfield, all question Jesus’ divinity. These books present different stories from the traditional Christian view. So why has Brown’s book received so much publicity compared to the aforementioned books? Perhaps because he has found a way to present his version of Jesus’ story through an easy to read, action packed thriller novel. This fashion of writing has made Brown’s book enjoyable to read; and it has sparked the interests of many more people then any of his predecessors. Consequently, the result is much greater controversy. Controversy and popularity, however, do not necessarily mean that what he presents is not legitimate. His story, like all the other stories, is merely one possible substitute for the Christian belief of Jesus Christ. 
To understand why Brown’s account of Jesus’ divinity is a legitimate idea and could be a possible explanation of his life, it is essential to explore alternate versions. We begin with the starting point for the other stories, namely the traditional Christian view of Jesus’ life. 
The traditional Christian view as presented in the Gospels is widely known. Many Christians are very familiar with the story of Jesus Christ. Jesus was born in Bethlehem and his birth was announced to shepherds. Wise men from the East came to see him as he was born as “king of the Jews.” Jesus led a private life until he was about thirty years old, when his life became much more public for the next three. During these three years, his wisdom caught the attention of many people, and his reputation was known through the length and breadth of the land.
 However, in the third year of his public ministry, Jesus’ enemies multiplied and assailed him and the public favor ebbed away, causing him to fall victim to their hatred. 
 He was accused of blasphemy for his claim of being the son of God. Eventually Jesus was arrested, and whipped, then ordered to carry his crucifix to the top of a hill on his back. He was nailed to the cross, not tied, and stayed there for three hours. He was then speared in the side by one of the guards and dies. Three days later Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to Mary Magdalene and the apostles in the desert. 
This is the basic outline of the Christian view of Jesus’ life. Many people believe this story to be true, just as it is recorded in the New Testament. These people can sometimes have a hard time accepting alternative stories to Jesus’ life like Brown’s version.

In The DaVinci Code, Dan Brown presents an idea radically different from the traditional Christian view. Brown proposes that before Jesus died on the cross, he had intimate relations with Mary Magdalene and married her. Mary Magdalene was of royal descent from the house of Benjamin, and Jesus was of royal blood from the King of Solomon. Brown explains further that the two married and had a child who contains two royal bloodlines. Mary was pregnant with this child during Jesus’ crucifiction and Brown explains how Mary fled the country with Joseph of Arimathea and gave birth to her child in France, “For the safety of Christ’s unborn child, she had no choice but to flee the Holy Land, so she traveled to France. With the help of Jesus’ trusted uncle, Joseph of Arimathea, Mary Magdalene secretly traveled to France…It was here in France that she gave birth to a daughter. Her name was Sarah” (D.V.C., 255). The Catholic Church did not want this to become record, so they defamed Mary Magdalene and called her a prostitute to keep this secret hidden. Brown then explains that the Church tried to destroy all documents which showed Jesus marrying Mary Magdalene. However, the secrets are still kept safe and hidden, and the bloodline of Christ has survived into modern times (D.V.C., 258).

Brown explains that the only reason why these secrets have been kept quite is due to the fact that “History is always a one-sided account” (D.V.C., 256). He claims to be simply presenting the other side of the story to the New Testament. Brown supports his idea that Jesus was married by an appeal to logic. He explains that in Jerusalem, celibacy was frowned upon, and a Jewish father had the obligation of finding a suitable wife for his son. (D.V.C., 245). Therefore, Brown suggests that his idea that Jesus was married makes more sense than the New Testaments view of his bachelorhood. 

D.H. Lawrence’s The Man Who Died is another book which questions Jesus’ divinity.  He wrote it in 1925 and it was published in 1928. A novelist, storywriter, critic, poet and painter, D.H. Lawrence (1885-1930) was one of the major figures in 20th-century English literature. His book introduces a contrasting idea of Jesus’ life after the crucifixion. It explains that Jesus was taken off the crucifix prematurely, and actually never died, “Don’t be afraid, said the man in the shroud. I am not dead. They took me down too soon. So I have risen up.”
  Instead of seeking out answers, he cuts off all contact with his former life because his spiritual mission is over and he is free to live as an ordinary man. He then travels south to Egypt, where he meets a priestess from the temple of Isis. Here he lives his life with her and they have a child. However, as people learn of his existence, they come to find him. Luckily he manages to evade them by escaping in a boat. Jesus is still happy with his new life, “I have sowed the seed of my life and my resurrection, and put my touch forever upon the choice woman of this day, and I carry her perfume in my flesh like essence of roses. She is dear to me in the middle of my being.”
 Jesus is very happy with his spouse, and is happy with his life after the “resurrection.” Lawrence’s book, like Brown’s, also presents a much different explanation of Jesus’ life from the Christian view. The major difference in Lawrence’s book, however, involves the time after Jesus is apparently resurrected.

Robert Graves’ King Jesus, written in 1946, demonstrates yet another view of Jesus’ life. It too, presents Jesus as the King of the Jews, the grandson of Herod the Great who marries “the heiress of Israel” Mary of Bethany. Graves’ presents the idea that Jesus is just a human on earth whose “miracles” are achievable by any human being. Among many of Jesus’ so called “miracles” that this book makes plausible, is the explanation of how Jesus was able to heal people. The book illustrates in one of its stories: Jesus is going for dinner with a family, but finds the mother lying down because she has a fever. Jesus goes over to her, leans in her ear and whispers something, then lifts her to her feet and yells, “Woman, your fever has gone!” Jesus realized that the woman did not actually have a fever, but was only pretending too because she wanted to spoil her daughter’s meal for helping her son who had not fished all week. Jesus whispered words were: “If you wish for salvation, forgive your son, honor your guest, spare your daughter shame.”
 This exemplifies Graves’ ability to make Jesus’ miracles seem possible. This is different from the Christians view of Jesus: that Jesus was the son of god and was resurrected from the dead. Anyone who is the son of God and can rise from the dead surely cannot be human. Robert Graves, however, is able to explain these phenomena and present them in a way that seems possible for any human being. This is the main difference of Jesus’ life in Graves novel to the traditional Christian view.

Hugh J. Schonfield also contradicts the Christian view in The Passover Plot. Hugh J. Schonfield was a British Bible scholar specializing in the New Testament. He wrote this book in 1965 and it sparked enormous controversy and was a best-selling book.
 His book was later turned into a movie directed by Donald Pleasence. 

This book presents the idea that Jesus’ crucifixion was merely a public relations campaign that went wrong. Jesus had planned everything precisely, so that he would only be on the cross for a few hours; and would be given some water with a drug that would make him unconscious. Then as Jesus appeared dead, Joseph of Arimathea was to take him down off the cross and take him to a tomb where he could be nursed back to health. The plan however went wrong, when one of the Roman guards speared him in the side. Jesus then died within 24 hours of the crucifix.
 Jesus’ final plans were not well documented because he involved the least amount of supporters as possible, and even then the details were limited. This secrecy was essential for his plan to work because he wanted people to truly believe he had died on the cross even though he was only unconscious. His final plan was basically to appear dead, then be resurrected and reign as the true King of the Jews. However, this plan went terribly wrong when the guard speared him in the side eventually causing death. 

This story strongly contradicts the New Testaments story of Jesus. It is understandable, that people who are raised in a strict Christian tradition might be offended by this story. It contradicts the New Testament even more so then Brown’s ideas in The DaVinci Code. 

Three movies also depict alternative passion plots and the story of Jesus Christ: Jesus Christ Superstar, a musical written by Lloyd-Webber and Rice; Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ; and The Passion of the Christ by Mel Gibson. All three portray their own different view on Jesus’ life to that of the traditional gospel Christian view, and have all evoked considerable controversy. 

Jesus Christ Superstar, which came out in 1973, created a lot of controversy. This movie is based on the musical written by Lloyd-Webber and Rice, but is considered a rock opera because there is no talking during the whole movie, just singing. The cast is made up of Ted Neeley, who plays Jesus; Carl Anderson, who plays Judas; Barry Dennen as Pilate; and Yvonne Elliman as Mary Magdalene. The movie tells the story of the last few weeks of Jesus’ life through the eyes of Judas, whom plays the voice of reason throughout the film. Carl Anderson, who plays this role, has been admired for his emotion he put forth, and was considered Oscar worthy. The “modernization” of the film, dress style and music were all reflections of the 70’s. It was made in the Hippie era, so the characters mirror that time and feel.
It shows the guards of Jerusalem bearing machine guns and the Romans driving in tanks. It portrays the more realistic side of Jesus and the other people involved.
 It attempts to show the trouble Christ must have been facing as well as possible reasons for Judas’ betrayal, but not to show the traditional story of Christ. The film and music were intended for simple entertainment, not for providing an accurate history of Jesus’ life. It is important to watch this movie having this attitude; it should help one to enjoy it regardless of one’s religious belief.  


However, this does not always happen. Some considered the movie to be blasphemous. The Internet Movie Database gives many reviews on Jesus Christ Superstar from people with all kinds of different opinions. One reviewer described it in the Internet Movie Database as follows, “It makes him look like a lunatic high on drugs. What a mockery of the Lord. I would not recommend this movie to anyone. They made a mess of the scriptures.”
 This person clearly did not like the film and was a strong believer of the New Testament. Not every Christian believer had such a strong opinion about this film, most just did not like some of the inaccuracies like the way the movie did not follow the real story of Jesus. Some Christians felt that the movie was not only an inaccurate depiction of the life of Jesus, but of the entire message he proclaims and his reason for being there. An example of this in the movie is when the sick people all come to Jesus for healing and he gets overpowered. Jesus ends up yelling, “Too many of you” and “Save yourselves!” This goes against what the Christians believed Jesus was about. They think that Jesus ministered to these people and asked them to eat with him and trust him. Sometimes he offered this to 5000 people and was very happy doing so. He also said that man alone is incapable of saving himself, “For by grace you were saved through faith.”
 Therefore “Save yourselves” and “too many of you” contradict what Christians really believe about Jesus. Furthermore, the movie contradicts Christian belief again when it says, “To conquer death you only have to die.” Christian faith would have made Jesus say: with faith I will save you from the death that you deserve because of your sins, but have faith in me and my Father and you shall be saved, thus conquering death.
 This is what the movie should have added to that line in order to understand Jesus’ message in a Christian view. Another omission from the movie is not including the resurrection. 


This film differs from some of the other films or pieces of literature mentioned because it sparked controversy for a different reason. The other stories suggested very different plots to Jesus’ life. This film raised controversy not via an alternative plot, but mostly through its portrayal of the characters. There were indeed some plot alterations that people did not agree with, but mostly it was the flamboyant 70’s style dancing, singing and costumes that really made some people disapprove. Others however, just enjoyed its fun, entertaining portrayal of Jesus’ last few weeks.

Another film sparking controversy is The Last Temptation of Christ directed by Martin Scorsese and is based on the novel written by Nikos Kazantzaki. It premiered in 1988 and received a lot of publicity due to the controversial themes presented. This made it unpopular for some groups, in fact some people would go to the late showings of the film in order to avoid angry protesters.
 These protestors advised against watching the movie because it disrespected Jesus and challenged the traditional gospel view. The main reason for this publicity and controversy in The Last Temptation of Christ was its portrayal of Jesus’ relationship with Mary Magdalene after his resurrection. The film portrays the human side of Jesus, how he questions whether he is the Messiah or not. It depicts Jesus testing himself to see whether he is the true Messiah, and also shows him being tempted by Satan of normal human desires. However, after being tried by the Pilate, he comes to the conclusion that he is the Messiah and thinks he must die.
 He then begs Judas to betray him to the Romans so they will kill him, and his plan succeeds. Jesus is arrested, whipped and then crucified in a very gruesome portrayal on the Hollywood silver screen. During the crucifixion scene, while on the cross Jesus has a vision of a little girl who claims she is an angel of God, and tells him that God has only been testing him, and that he is not the Messiah. She claims that the pain is over and has him come with her where he can live a normal life. She brings him to Mary Magdalene and they marry. Soon after an explicit sex scene occurs between Jesus and Mary, which upset many people. The idea of “the virgin” Jesus having sex on-screen was very offensive to some people, especially in such an up-front provocative manner. The film then shows Mary Magdalene die while pregnant with Jesus’ baby, and explains that God killed her. Jesus is mad, however the Angel tells him to move on and find another woman. Jesus then lives with Lazarus’s sister Mary and has children with her too. The film takes a final twist when Jesus, lying on his bed dying, is confronted by Judas who tells him that he has betrayed the people by not dying and the world is ending because of it. Judas is still mad and calls him a trader for not dying on the cross. If you die like this Jesus, there is no salvation Judas says.  He tells him his place was on the cross and should not have run away and lived like a man; women and children are no place for god. Judas points out that the girl “the angel” is actually Satan. Jesus then wishes to bring salvation, and finish his initial quest so he prays to god to crucify him again. The movie ends as Jesus is crucified again and is happy dyeing on the cross, “It is accomplished.”

This film predates Brown’s idea of Jesus having relations with Mary Magdalene as they both depict Jesus fathering a child with her. However, these two versions differ significantly: In Brown’s version, Jesus dies on the cross compared to Kazantzaki version which has him resurrected. Also, in Brown’s version Mary gives birth to Jesus’ baby while Mary dies during pregnancy in Kazantzaki version.  Kazantzaki’s version also has parallels and dissimilarities with the traditional Christian view. It similarly illustrates Mary as a prostitute but differentiates when it presents Jesus being tempted with a normal man’s life and having a relationship with Mary Magdalene. It is for this reason that the film received so much controversy. 


 
A recent controversial film is Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ which appeared in 2004. This film focuses on the last twelve hours of Jesus’ life and stars Jim Caviezel as Jesus, Maia Morgenstern as Mary, and Monica Bellucci as Mary Magdalene. The film begins with Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane after the Last Supper. He is tempted by Satan, betrayed by Judas, then arrested and taken to Jerusalem. He is accused of blasphemy and is eventually sentenced to death by crucifixion. 

The story in this film somewhat follows the traditional Christian view but shows a great amount of detail on the suffering Jesus underwent. The beatings and the whippings Jesus receives are very hard to watch and the camera work is extremely explicit. Gibson wants to convey, in the clearest possible sense, the vicious nature of this moment and the depths of man’s inhumanity to man.
 Gibson is also accused of being anti-Semitic in his film by the Jews. However, the primary objection to the film and the reason it received so much controversy, was its non-stop, “over-the-top”, brutality towards Jesus.  

Some people believe that the traditional Christian view in the New Testament of Jesus Christ’s life is the only possible solution and they have the right to their own belief. I believe one should not dismiss others’ possible versions such as Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code. It is evident that Brown’s depiction of Jesus’ life is an alternative to that of the Christian faith; however, it is clearly not the first. Many other different views on Jesus’ life have been portrayed throughout time in works of literature and film. Such books as The Man Who Died and The Passover Plot, and films such as The Last Temptation of Christ and Jesus Christ Superstar are all examples of other alternative stories of the life of Jesus Christ which question Jesus’ divinity. The only logical conclusion as to why Brown’s version has received so much more publicity is that he was able to present his idea in a very appealing fashion. He mixes his idea of facts with fiction, and it creates an action-packed suspenseful thriller that is easy to read. Due to this popularity, Brown has received much more criticism. This is not necessarily reasonable though because he is only presenting another view, just like all the other works. Brown’s version of Jesus’ life deserves as much credit as anyone else’s. 
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