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The Catholic Church Response to The Da Vinci Code

In his novel, The Da Vinci Code, Dan Brown makes several controversial claims about the Catholic Church.  Essentially, he purports that the Catholic Church has been lying to its followers for 2,000 years.  Brown has written a compelling book that was so convincing that it has made Catholics question their faith.  The controversial history of the Church is common knowledge among Catholics, and it seems that Dan Brown could not be altogether mistaken with his theories.  In addition, Brown presents his theories persuasively by supporting them with a convincing argument.  For example, Brown claims that the Church covered up Jesus’ true life and subjugated the sacred feminine in order to profit from Jesus’ divine status.  I will summarize Brown’s and the Church’s position, identify and summarize the Catholic response, and to comment on that approach and its fairness.


Dan Brown’s view of the Catholic Church in The Da Vinci Code is drawn in part from speculative information about the Church in Holy Blood Holy Grail, The Woman with the Alabaster Jar, and The Templar Revelation.  The Da Vinci Hoax by Carl Olson and Sandra Miesel plus other Catholic sources constitute the Church reaction.  The most valuable research comes from interviews with actual priests.  

Who was Jesus?

First and foremost, it is important to note Brown’s bibliography.  Brown lists books written by conspiracy theorists such as Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, Henry Lincoln, Lynn Picknett, Clive Prince, and Margaret Starbird.  He makes many claims about the Catholic Church, yet nowhere in The Da Vinci Code does he use any examples from the New Testament.  This is particularly important when discussing Jesus’ identity, considering the New Testament describes Jesus’ life in detail so that Christians will live their lives in imitation of Christ.  Christianity is a well-documented religion, and Brown never uses any early Christian writings to describe Jesus.  

The Da Vinci Code claims that the Church attempted to suppress Gnostic writings because they presented and favored Jesus’ human side (p. 231).  If one has read the Gospels, it is apparent that that is not the case.  The Gospels depict Jesus as having every human emotion.


  The Gospels show Jesus as angry, frightened, lonely, happy, grieving, suffering, and dying.  Take Matthew 26:37-38 for example, “And taking with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, he began to be sorrowful and troubled.  Then he said to them, ‘My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me.’”  Christians believe that Jesus was divine, yet he was fully human at the same time.  The Church did not suppress the Gnostic Gospels for this reason.

Brown claims that Constantine chose the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John as the canon in A.D. 325.   The Christian response is that of the many Gospels circulating during that time, Christians considered the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John as standard scripture by the middle of the second century.  “Christian writers such as Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Irenaeus, all writing and teaching during this time in, respectively, Rome, North Africa, and Lyons (in what is now France), all reference the four Gospels we know now as primary sources of information about Jesus.”
  Therefore, it appears that Constantine did not choose the Gospels.  

What Constantine did do was to issue an edict of toleration of Christianity.  This ended the persecution of Christians.  Constantine was partial to Christianity because he needed it to unify the Byzantine Empire.  In A.D. 325, Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea.  Brown asserts that Constantine convened the Council to change Christianity and turn a mortal prophet into the Son of God.  The Christian response is that the Scripture, liturgies, and writings that existed prior to A.D. 325 declared Jesus as divine.  “We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you.” Colossians 1:3.  Note that Jesus is called “Lord,” and Colossians was written just a few decades after Jesus’ death.  Again, the Church responds with a just argument to counter Brown’s “facts.”

According to Amy Welborn’s De-Coding Da Vinci, the Council of Nicaea dealt with the issue of Jesus’ divinity.  The bishops had to make a decision on the Son being equal to or lesser than the Father.   They also had to explain if Jesus was fully human and at the same time being fully divine.  A priest named Arius from Alexandria, Egypt preached that Jesus was not fully divine.  Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea to solve the dispute between the followers of Arius and the followers of traditional Christianity.  The bishops then voted and Christianity overwhelmingly won.  “And it wasn’t, as Brown claims, even a close vote.  Only two bishops out of about three hundred (the exact count varies) voted in support of Arius’ diminished view of Jesus.” (p. 50) Brown gets his views from Holy Blood, Holy Grail that state: “The Council of Nicea decided, by vote, that Jesus was a god, not a mortal prophet.  Again, however, it must be emphasized the Constantine’s paramount consideration was not piety but unity and expediency.  As a god Jesus could be associated conveniently with Sol Invictus.  As a mortal prophet he would have been more difficult to accommodate” (p. 368) These are two views of the reasons for convening the Council of Nicaea and what happened at the Council.

The most shocking aspect of the Da Vinci Code is the hypothesis that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene.  Langdon says the reason why Jesus was married was 

Because he was a Jew and the social decorum during that time virtually forbid a Jewish man to be unmarried.  According to Jewish custom, celibacy was condemned, and the obligation for a Jewish father was to find a suitable wife for his son.  If Jesus was not married, at least one of the Bible’s gospels would have mentioned it and offered some explanation for His unnatural state of bachelorhood. (Brown, 245) 

Once again, Brown challenges the Catholic Church claiming that the early Church covered up Jesus’ marriage in order to preserve a male dominated institution.  The Catholic position on the theory that the Gospels do not explain Jesus’ bachelorhood is that the Gospels include Jesus’ relationships with his relatives and disciples.  If the Gospels mentioned Jesus’ parents, his disciples, and his women followers such as Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna (Luke 8:2, 3), why would they not mention a wife?  Is it enough to say that Jesus was married because the Gospels do not mention it?

Jesus was not the only unmarried prophet.  Jeremiah, John the Baptist, and Paul were unmarried as well.
  After he encountered God on Mt. Sinai, Moses was believed to be celibate.
  During the first century, the Essenes were a Jewish community that lived as celibates near the Dead Sea.
  It was certainly unusual for a Jewish man to be unmarried, but celibacy was an option.
The Dispute over Mary Magdalene

Brown tells his readers that Mary Magdalene was of royal blood from the House of Benjamin; she was Jesus’ wife and bore His child; and Jesus gave her instructions on how to carry on the church after His death.  She is described as a goddess and the “sacred feminine.”  Brown then attacks the Church when Sophie identifies Mary Magdalene as a prostitute: “That unfortunate misconception is the legacy of a smear campaign launched by the early Church.  The Church needed to defame Mary Magdalene in order to cover up her dangerous secret—her role as the Holy Grail.” (p. 244)  

Brown’s claim that the Church defamed Mary Magdalene is contested by the fact that Mary Magdalene is a saint in the Catholic and Orthodox Churches.  Mary’s role in the Gospels involves Jesus casting seven demons out of her (Mk 16:9), she anoints and washes Jesus (Mt 27:56; Mk 15:40), she witnesses His death and burial (Mt 27:61), and she is the first person to whom Jesus appears after His Resurrection (Mk 16:9; Jn 20:1-18).  The Bible does not include a story of Mary as a prostitute—that is a myth.  Pope Gregory first identifies Mary Magdalene as a prostitute in A.D. 591.  He relates Mary in Luke 8 to the prostitute in Luke 7 in an Easter sermon.
  We do not know why he did this, for there is no logical reason.  In the late second and early third centuries, the Christian writer Hippolytus identifies Mary as the “New Eve” and “the apostle to the apostles.”
  It seems unlikely that the early Church defamed Mary Magdalene when so much early Christian literature praises her.
History of the Church: so dark the con of man

It is no secret that the Catholic Church has a controversial past.  One could argue that the early Church was not always very Christian, in the sense that we know today.  Through warlord popes, collecting indulgence money from misguided believers, and the Catholic Inquisition, the medieval Church, in particular, has an interesting past.  


From 500-1500, the Catholic Church was well established in Western Europe.  The Church used this power to exploit its followers by selling indulgences.  The practice of accepting money in exchange for forgiveness of sins began after the first Crusade and developed into a lucrative business in the middle ages.  Popes, bishops, and clergy often had mistresses.  Of the twenty-six pontiffs that reigned during the middle ages, seven were murdered by violence.
  The Catholic Inquisition involved the pope sending “inquisitors of heretical depravity” to visit alleged heretics.  The inquisitors “called for information on a specific subject from anyone who felt he or she had something to offer. This information was treated as confidential. The inquirer, aided by competent consultants, then weighed the evidence and determined whether there was reason for action.”
  This action was in the form of severe punishment.  


The Malleus Maelficarum influenced the Inquisition.  Dan Brown tells his readers:

The Catholic Inquisition published the book that arguably could be called the most blood-soaked publication in human history.  Malleus Maelficarum—or The Witches’ Hammer—indoctrinated the world to “the dangers of freethinking women” and instructed the clergy how to locate, torture, and destroy them.  Those deemed “witches” by the Church included all female scholars, priestesses, gypsies, mystics, nature lovers, herb gatherers, and any women “suspiciously attuned to the natural world.” (Brown, p. 125)

Brown cites “the dangers of freethinking women” and “suspiciously attuned to the natural world,” and yet he does not reference them.  He seems to suggest that he got them from Malleus Maelficarum.  Carl E. Olsen and Sandra Miesel in The Da Vinci Hoax point out that these quotes do not exist in the Malleus.  (p. 281) 

Brown was correct in that The Malleus Maelficarum was a vicious and misogynist book.  However, it was not a Catholic book, as Brown suggests; it was written by the Dominican inquisitors Jacob Sprenger and Heinrich Kraemer.  
It was first published around 1489, shortly after the invention of the printing press and five years after a papal bull was issued legitimizing the belief in witches. It went through at least 30 printings and became the handbook for witch hunters, both Protestant and Catholic. It gave permission to bishops and secular authorities to prosecute witches if there were no representatives from the Inquisition around, giving full directions. After the witch trials swept through Europe, some villages were left with as few as two women.

Pope Innocent VIII issued the bull that spawned the existence of witches.  Sprenger and Kraemer went so far as to proclaim that Catholics who did not believe in witches were heretics themselves: “Whether the belief that there are such beings as witches is so essential a part of Catholic faith that obstinately to maintain the opposite opinion manifestly savours of heresy.”
  The Malleus includes other bold statements like “All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable.”
  Influenced by Innocent VIII’s bull and strong verbiage against women, The Malleus Maelficarum triggered the Catholic Inquisition.
It is a fact that the Catholic Church killed heretical women whom they identified as witches.  However, Brown claims that “During three hundred years of witch hunts, the Church burned at the stake an astounding five million women.” (Brown, p. 125)  Despite the knowledge of the Church during these times, this seems the Brown exaggerates.  Killing five million women would have depopulated Europe to a very large extent.  Not only would the five million women have been decimated, the number of children those women would have reared would have a great impact.  The fertility rate during that time was about four children per woman.  Therefore, Dan Brown would have us believe that the Catholic Inquisition decreased the population of Europe by about 20 million people.  In actuality, “Experts give instead the figure of around 50,000 victims over the three centuries when witch hunts were carried out by Catholics and Protestants.”
  So Brown mixed up his numbers: instead of five million in three hundred years, it was 50,000 in three centuries.


“Meaning that history is always written by the winners.  When two cultures clash, the loser is obliterated, and the winner writes the history books—books which glorify their own cause and disparage the conquered foe.” (Brown, p. 256)  This is how Dan Brown views recorded history, while the Catholic Church does not share the opinion.   The Catholic response to this statement is that Christians were not winners in history.  They were the target of persecution by the pagan Romans for centuries.  They suffered and died for their belief in Christ.  Yet, Brown argues that since Christianity is a dominant religion today, they must have won somewhere along the way and wrote history to their liking.  But in truth, Christianity never “disparaged the conquered foe.”

Catholics have been losing faith in the Church over the years.  Each year, there are fewer and fewer new priests in developed countries.  In the United States, the number of new priests fell 22% from 1990 to 2003.
  One in five dioceses cannot provide a priest to every parish.
  Parishioners’ attendance to Church has decreased; this in turn causes donation money to decrease.
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The percentage of Catholics who say they attend Mass every week is steadily declining.
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The decrease in church attendance is in part due to scandal.  The most publicized scandal was of John Geoghan, who molested an estimated 130 children as he was relocated from parish to parish in the Boston archdiocese in the 1980s.  Cardinal Bernard Law knew that Geoghan was a pedophile, yet he continued to transfer him.  “There were many contentious moments during negotiations, attorney [Mitchell Garabedian] said. When church attorneys insisted that a confidentially clause be included, he said, ‘I got up and walked out.’  Secrecy about clergy sexual abuse has been a problem for too long, and has been a common theme in the Church and the Vatican, he said, but secrecy ‘is just not going to work.’”
  Clearly both the modern and the historical Church have imperfections.  Even Brown recognizes the modern changes in views of the Church.  He expresses his thoughts through Bishop Aringarosa.

Aringarosa recalled a day when all Vatican transports were big luxury cars that sported grille-plate medallions and flags emblazoned with the seal of the Holy See.  Those days are gone.  Vatican cars were now less ostentatious and almost always unmarked.  The Vatican claimed this was to cut costs to better serve their dioceses, but Aringarosa suspected it was more a security measure.  The world had gone mad, and in many parts of Europe, advertising your love of Jesus Christ was like painting a bull’s-eye on the roof of your car.  (Brown, p. 148)

Several problems exist with the modern Church.  Another problem is that for some, going to church is simply inconvenient in this day and age.  People do not need God in their lives as much as in the past.  No doubt they need Jesus even less after reading The Da Vinci Code.  

Canonicity: a fax from heaven?
Dan Brown is not a biblical scholar; he is a novelist.  When he says that the Bible was “collated by the pagan Roman emperor Constantine the Great,” we ought not to believe him.  “There were two movements in the mid-second century regarding Scripture.  One movement was led by Marcion who advocated that the only true Scriptures were ten of Paul’s letters and edited version of the Gospel of Luke.  The other movement was led by Gnosticism.  The Gnostics promoted the use of Gnostic Gospels in the Bible.  One thing was clear by these movements: there needed to be more definition of the Scriptures.  Over a span of a few centuries, bishops and Christian leaders collaborated through shared teaching and individual statements. In A.D. 363, a council at Laodicea produced a list of canonical books that included all the books of today’s Bible except the Book of Revelation.  Then in 393, a council at Hippo formally established the canon.  It is important to note that both A.D. 363 and A.D. 393 were several years after Constantine’s rule.”


Brown believes that God had nothing to do with authoring the Bible.  “The Bible is a product of man, my dear.  Not of God.  The Bible did not fall magically from the clouds.” (Brown, p. 231)  Christians believe that each passage in the Bible was divinely inspired by God.  The Bible, known to Christians as the Word of God, is not merely a compilation of stories.  The Old Testament focuses on how God created the world, Abraham’s covenant with God, and the establishment of Israel for God’s chosen people.  Christians and Jews believe that God gave Abraham the Ten Commandments, by which all of His people must abide.  The heart of the New Testament centers on Jesus’ life and His teaching.  This is especially important to Christians whose God-given goal is to imitate the life of Christ.  The Bible, as Christians affirm, is sacred Scripture written by man, yet inspired by God.
Conclusion

The knowledge that the reader derives from The Da Vinci Code, provides an alternate view of a religion that we thought we knew so well.  In an interview, Dan Brown called the controversy “healthy for a religion as a whole.”

I was told by parish priest Father James B. Flynn, “We may never know the truth.”  This controversy dates back 2,000 years when historical records were not accurately kept.  Those records that have been kept could be greatly influenced by the author.  It is up to the faith of the modern individual to believe what is true.  “Faith is belief without evidence.”

In order to find the truth, one must separate fact from the fiction.  Dan Brown writes a fictional novel which he claims is fact.  Through research and consulting experts in the field, I have discerned that what Dan Brown asserts is false.  His book contains frequent historical errors that bolster his argument.  Since his fabrications support his case, Brown was well aware that he invented “facts” as he wrote The Da Vinci Code.  The knowledge that I gained from The Da Vinci Code, is not to believe everything I read.  
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