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Discerning the Signs of the Times 

Religious journalism frequently comments that ours is a sceptical age, an age of disbelief, 

where trust is at a minimum and human relations invariably become secured by recourse 

to litigation.  A multiplicity of questions and problems barrage the Christian as a 

consequence.  One of the most significant puts in jeopardy not so much the credibility of 

her witness as the morality of her motives.  As theologian Garrett Green observes,  

Under the suspicious eye of (post)modern critique, every faith in scriptural 

authority appears as a form of false consciousness, every sacred text as a 

surreptitious rhetoric of power.
i
   

 Many words have been spilled over the historical veracity of Dan Brown’s 

phenomenon The Da Vinci Code, but all too few sufficiently attend to the moral issues it 

raises.  However, at a time when Western society seems to have largely lost interest in 

thinking carefully about matters of the truthfulness of Christian claims in favour of 

criticising the moral performance of Christianity, the moral analysis becomes most 

pressing.   
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Deceptions! 

Recently one of my neighbours referred to the religious implications of Brown’s story of 

ecclesial conspiracy through the cliché ‘there’s no smoke without fire’.  But the 

uncomplicated way in which a good number of people have responded positively to the 

religious implications of the material without further probing, questioning and critical 

analysis reveals disturbing questions about the historical and theological illiteracy of 

contemporary Western cultures.  This is neither a morally minor matter, nor the bitter 

complaint of an academic who wishes more people would buy and read his books, but 

rather a concern for the gullibility of modern society and its inability to think in the face 

of an irresponsible use of Christian history.ii  In this way, the popular reception of the 

powerful rhetoric of The Da Vinci Code suggests something disturbingly close Swiss 

theologian Karl Barth’s observations on the passivity of the receiver of an ideology 

which closes off possibilities of “seeking, questioning, and researching” well:   

At root he [viz., the one caught in its trap] no longer has anything of his own to 

say.  He can only mouth the piece dictated to him as intelligibly as he can, and 

perhaps like a mere parrot.
iii

   

A Discomforting Mirror  

Negative criticism normally provokes a defensive response, and this is what has occurred 

in much Christian writing about The Da Vinci Code.  Numerous Christian sermons and 

articles have responded to the story’s radical rereading of Christian origins and the 

Church’s conspiring to hide this truth for the sake of its power with a ‘that’s not true’.  

And, for the sake of an honest appraisal of the material it is important that these historical 
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questions be raised.  Nonetheless, Christians should be wary of knee-jerk reactions to The 

Da Vinci Code’s seeming criticism of their faith and performance.  Not only should 

Christians be those of all people, since they are so concerned with Truth and the truthful 

purity of Christian worship, who learn to listen carefully to all things, but they will find 

the listening to be very fruitful indeed.  In the first place, any cultural phenomenon, 

whether it be The Da Vinci Code (or the Star Wars saga, the National Lottery or anything 

else), can considerably reveal much about how cultures understand themselves.  But, in 

the second place, Christians may learn some disturbing home-truths about their history, 

their message, and their own enactment of that message when they pay careful attention 

to criticism of them.  Given that we are often not good at honestly providing a realistic 

account of who we are, the mirror held up by others to us can reveal more about us than 

we would often like to admit.  A failure to listen here would constitute a failure to hear 

the divine voice, since as Barth declares, “God may speak to us through Russian 

communism, a flute concerto, a blossoming shrub or a dead dog … through a pagan or an 

atheist”, and “We do well to listen to Him if He really does.”iv  And as Rowan Williams 

maintains, when “the church … hears God’s judgment on itself passed upon it by the 

world” it hears something both difficult (because it is both painful and also not clear as to 

where God’s judgment can be found unambiguously) and ethically vital to the health of 

the church that is called to serve the world.v   

 What discomforting message will the Christian hear when engaging in honest and 

self-critical listening to Brown’s Da Vinci Code?  What image of herself can is reflected 

in the mirror of this literary and cinematic narrative?   
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Who Watches the Watchers? 

One of the themes that ring out most conspicuously from the conspiracy narrative is a 

moral concern.  The story centres on the post-Constantinian church’s perennial attempts 

to guard, frequently violently, its Gospel proclamation by hiding the truth that would 

subvert it.  Thus the relations of church to truthfulness and to coercive power dominate 

Brown’s material.  “It was all about power”, the Brown’s grail historian Sir Leigh 

Teabing declares, “Christ as Messiah was critical to the functioning of Church and 

state.”vi  Thinking back to the warning against knee-jerk reactions made earlier we can 

reasonably argue that Christians have little ground for rejecting much of this moral 

critique.  We might recall the pre-Protestant persecution of heretics, the Crusades, the 

Inquisition, and the persecutions of the Protestants.  To these should be added, among 

many other things, Protestants’ participation in the Religious Wars, the slave trade, the 

burning of suspected witches, the persecution of Roman Catholics, apartheid in South 

Africa, and so on.  Moreover, since coercive power is not merely exercised in physical 

form – it involves all manner of violations of persons’ integrity and independence – we 

cannot overlook the control of the reading and interpretation of the scriptures, the power 

involved in Christian personality-cults, the ideological subjugation of women and non-

whites, the simplistic disregard of the difficult thinking required for understanding the 

proper complexity of Christianity’s origins and nature, and the manipulative preaching as 

all abusive forms of control in their own way.  Consequently, the church needs to be 

continually critically alert to the ways in which its message is coercively imposed and 

heard.  In this process of self-purification, non-Christian sources are often, since they 
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have no vested interest in protecting and securing Christianity, good resources for 

activating vigilance over Christian “mechanisms of deceit and control”.vii   

 

Divine Domination 

What is particularly intriguing in the positive theological proposals made by Teabing in 

the movie version is the connection between controlling power and God.viii  The church 

fights to protect its message of a divine saviour, and if only the church would recognise 

the humanity of Jesus its violence would cease and humanity would be liberated.  

However, firstly we have to ask what kind of statement this is.  Is it a statement of 

empirical fact (‘Christians who believe in the deity of Christ are, in one way or another, 

violent’)?  This would, of course, be manifestly untrue since while there have certainly 

been occasions when this has indeed been the case it certainly has not always nor 

everywhere been so.  As a ‘statement of fact’ it ignores the frequent engagement of 

Christians who believe in the deity of Christ in peacemaking initiatives, for example.  Is 

it, on the other hand, an ethical statement (‘Christians who believe in the deity of Christ 

should be violent.  It is the logical outcome of their belief’)?  This is something we will 

return to a little later on.   

 Secondly, when such claims as Leabing’s are made so starkly they can echo 

suggestions that relate violence to religion, such as those of, for instance, Oxford scientist 

Richard Dawkins.  Yet while one can at least attempt to make a case for saying that 

‘Christianity is violent’ (at least in the logical, if not in the empirical sense) one cannot 

simply say that ‘violence is caused by religion’ given that there are many non-religious 

reasons for military conflict (the breakdown in international relations, the need for natural 
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resources, the greed for land, the securing of one’s people against a threatening 

neighbour, and so on), and for other forms of violence (for example, muggings, armed 

robbery, murder, rape, etc.).  We cannot let ourselves off the hook so easily, thereby 

dulling our sense of moral responsibility, by imagining that violence (and by this we 

mean that which others do) is a result of religion, and that if only the world was less 

religious it would be less violent.  The Da Vinci Code at least does not go that far, at least 

in the movie version.  In the scene depicting Robert Langdon and Sophie Neveu’s parting 

the professor of religious symbiology asks the French cryptologist what she will do with 

her newfound information about the Holy Grail.  One of the options he gives is to 

maintain and sustain the comfort of those who have (religious) faith.  While that, of 

course, in itself raises the question of the relation of faith and illusion, and of the nature 

of religion and the therapy of comfort, it at least indicates that religious faith is not 

always as morally sinister as Dawkins in his more unguarded moments suggests.   

 Now we need to return to the question we deferred earlier of the logic of violence 

with regard to the divinity of Christ, a matter intensified by the suggestion that a human 

Jesus would be liberating.  Much of the force of the problem here rests on the way 

Leabing separates divine and human in the Christ.  In Brown’s novel Leabing claims that 

“Jesus Christ was a historical figure of staggering influence …. Until that moment in 

history [viz., the Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325], Jesus was viewed by His followers as a 

mortal prophet … a great and powerful man, but a man nonetheless.  A mortal.”ix  In 

contrast, and through the Emperor Constantine’s desire for a powerful unifying imperial 

religion, Nicaea succeeded in “establishing Christ’s divinity”.x  As supposed propositions 

these statements are highly dubious.  In the first place, the Council at Nicaea was not 
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summoned to establish the deity of Christ against those who believed he was a man.  It 

was called in order to find a resolution between those (following the Alexandrian bishop, 

Alexander) who affirmed the co-equality of the Son with the Father and those (following 

the Alexandrian presbyter, Arius) who regarded Jesus as a kind of second order deity – in 

other words, the Arians certainly did not believe Jesus was a mere, even if inspirational, 

mortal.  Few Christians of the time did.  Moreover, prior to the calling of the bishops 

together for the Council, Constantine felt satisfied that Arius was orthodox and asked that 

the controversy be resolved.  The failure to reach agreement resulted in the move to 

convening the gathering at Nicaea.  In other words, Constantine was not seeking to 

impose particular theological matters on the churches, but rather to strongly encourage 

them to seek unity (even if the outcome was the adoption of Arianism).   

 However, what interests me more than disturbingly unsatisfactory reading of 

Christian history in Brown’s material is the idea that the church confessed Christ to be 

divine whereas in truth he was human.  Conversely, Nicaea affirmed the simultaneous 

deity and humanity of Jesus, just as Ignatius bishop of Antioch had done over two 

centuries earlier:  “There is only one Physician – very flesh, yet Spirit too; uncreated, yet 

born; God-and-Man in One agreed, Very-Life-in-Death indeed, Fruit of God and Mary’s 

seed … Jesus Christ, whom as our Lord we know.”xi  In fact, one of the arguments 

against those who made Jesus less than human was that human beings would not be 

healed or saved by a less than human saviour.xii  So the humanity of Christ was regarded 

as being soteriologically vital for making all things well.  Moreover, the C4th Church 

Fathers, building on paths laid down long before, recognised that it is God who saves 

through the humanity of Christ.  This was one of several reasons why they tenaciously 
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argued for the divinity of the Christ – not in order to detract from his true humanity, or to 

oppress humanity in bondage, but in instead to affirm that this particular humanity 

irreducibly reveals the identity of God, the God who liberates, saves, heals, causes to 

flourish all of God’s creatures.  If God was enfleshed in Christ then God was not hiding 

behind the back, so to speak, of the person and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth as some 

remote and unknowable deity who may or may not be creatively gracious, peacemaking 

and self-giving in the way Jesus was.  Such a deus absconditus cannot be confessed to be 

healing – after all, a God separated from the life of Christ in this way can be idolatrously 

imagined, and thus it is only with great difficulty that one is able to properly identify and 

resist as idolatry Rome’s worship of the power of might, of self-assertion, of coercive 

imperial control.  To confess that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself (2 

Cor. 5:19) is to believe that this man is the paradigmatic manifestation of God, and thus 

the embodiment of God’s power and Lordship.  This is not a God who wields an abstract 

power, a ‘might is right’ sense of the Good, and who consequently brutalises in order to 

get certain things done.  On the contrary, the power of the God of Jesus Christ is the 

power of the cross, the ability (Latin, potentia) of self-giving and the Lordship of service.  

So, commenting on Phil. 2:6f., C.F.D. Moule declares,  

Human evaluation may assume that God-likeness means having your own way, 

getting what you want, (but) Jesus saw God-likeness essentially as giving and 

spending oneself out …. He did not consider that being equal with God was 

taking everything to himself, but (àλλà) giving everything away for the sake of 

others.
xiii
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 What all this amounts to is a confession that it is precisely the divinity of this man 

that liberates the world from the worship of the self, the worship that creates the 

conditions for competitive violence in self-assertive self-possession or self-gaining.   

 

Transforming the El Greco Code 

The Da Vinci Code too easily slips by this irreducible theological theme of the God who 

is Self-giving in Jesus Christ.  Perhaps it does so not merely out of its own laziness in 

research but as a consequence of the deeply problematic performance of the Christian 

Church itself.  Quite simply, the church continually shows by its own action, its own 

wielding of oppressive power over others, its own seeking to secure its own existence, 

just how unpalatable and difficult to believe the requisite Christian theology of the cross, 

and its transformation of the self into divinely given relations of being-for-one-another 

(love) can be.   

 This can be illustrated further by paying attention to El Greco’s painting of the 

late 1570s, ‘The Adoration of the Name of Jesus’, based on Philippians 2:10 (“that at the 

name of Jesus every knee should bow”).  Several central figures bowing before the 

exalted name IHS (IHSOUS) while the torture of the heretics takes place not far to their 

right.  What is even more disturbing is the fact that the three central figures are Phillip II 

of Spain, Doge Mocenigo of Venice, and Pope Pius V, and the context in which Christ’s 

Name is being celebrated is the celebration of victory over the Turks at the battle of 

Lepanto (1571).  This is no innocent depiction of worship of the exalted Christ of the 

Christ-hymn of Philippians 2, but rather the worship of the imperial Lord who wields 
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might against his enemies – and, of course, Christ’s enemies are the enemies of 

Christendom, in this account.  As Michael Green admits,   

When we reflect on the history of the church, are we not bound to confess that 

she has all too often failed to follow the model set by her founder?  Frequently 

she has worn the robes of the ruler, not the towel of the servant.  Even in our 

own day it can hardly be said that the brand image of the church is a society 

united in love for Jesus and devoted to selfless service of others.
xiv  

This is precisely the kind of terrible judgment that is made visible in the mirror 

that Brown’s narrative holds up to Christian history, the displaying of an eikōn (Greek, 

image) less of God in the form of the Church as the Body of Christ than of the image of 

the sinful or untransformed self (the old Adam), the Church participating “in the night he 

was betrayed” (1 Cor. 11:23).  In this night simple “sincerity and conscientiousness in 

themselves are not enough”, as Martin Luther King once observed.xv   

History has proven that these noble virtues may degenerate into tragic vices.  

Nothing in all the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and 

conscientious stupidity. … Never must the church tire of reminding men that 

they have a moral responsibility to be intelligent.
xvi

   

 My hope is that The Da Vinci Code will not stupefy people of increasingly 

illiterate societies into “sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity” but that it, if read 

well (critically and penitentially self-critically), can encourage Christians in particular to 

be more morally intelligent about their faith and responsible in their practice of it.  It is a 

shame, though, that this challenge has to come from the material’s maniacally violent 

character in quest of the Grail.   
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