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The “Da Vinci Code” a Discussion

By Msgr. Michael J. Cantley

I - Analysis of the errors in the “Da Vinci Code”:

 
On the inside front flap of the dust jacket we read “An astonishing truth concealed for centuries…unveiled at last.”  It is the contention of this discussion that this is the first false statement in this book.
It is important to remember that the “Da Vinci Code” is a NOVEL, a book of fiction.  Successful fiction tries to create an aura of total reality, and the reader has to be wary keeping in mind the literary form being read.

The book begins with an affirmation of what it calls “Facts” on a full page that comes before the prologue.  Each and all of these are false:

The Priory of Sion: was not founded in 1099 but first came into existence in 1956 when it was officially registered in France.  What Brown is describing never existed.  In 19th Century France a right-wing group fighting representative government used this name but that organization failed and disappeared.  After World War II, Pierre Plantard, an anti-Semite seeking to “purify and renew” France founded a group and took the name “Priory of Sion,” planted false documents in the libraries of France and propagated the myth of the “royal bloodline of Jesus.” Plantard had a criminal record for fraud.  This fiction of the bloodline of Jesus is the most important thread in the novel and it is false.  

Opus Dei: This organization does exist and is a personal Prelature, named such by Pope John Paul II, hence it is erroneous to call it a “Vatican prelature.”  It is erroneously named by Brown as a “sect.”  Canon Law defines a sect as “adhering to doctrine other than that of the Catholic Church” (see 542:1; 1061:1; 1240:1, 1; 693; 2335).  Opus Dei is completely orthodox in belief and practice.  It was founded in 1928 by a Spanish priest Saint (canonized in 2002) Josemariá Escrivá de Balaguer (d. 1975).  Originally it was intended for the Laity, and fifteen years later was opened to priests under the title “Priestly Society of the Holy Cross.”  It has different levels of membership and separate divisions for women and men.  The main dark figure in the novel, Silas, is described as a “Monk”.  Opus Dei has no monks; and this Silas is described as an albino (remarkably free of eye trouble - seems Brown does not know medical fact any better than those he tries to present in his book).  On pg. 166 the reputed bishop-head of this group encourages Silas by telling him Noah was an albino.  No evidence of this anywhere.

Finally:  Brown claims that all descriptions of art work, music and architecture “are accurate”.  Not so, just a few examples:

i)
The Madonna of the Rocks:  Brown claims that da Vinci’s two versions reveal his intention to communicate anti-Catholic secrets, see pgs. 138-139. One painting is in the Louvre and the other is in London.  The first was commissioned by a Confraternity (wrongly identified by Brown as Nuns at an age when the designation ‘Confraternity’ was always used of a community of men) as part of an altarpiece.  Brown claims that it depicts John the Baptist blessing Jesus and the Virgin Mary gesturing threateningly.  The Confraternity rejected it for these reasons, and da Vinci had to do it over.  What is the real story?  Da Vinci procrastinated in all of his work and the Confraternity began to pressure him.  He wanted more money than they were willing to give. After 25 years, it was finished, but Ludivoco Sforza, ruler of Milan took it and gave it as a gift to the King of France (the one in the Louvre); the second one was done to satisfy the contract with the Confraternity and was in their chapel till the chapel was destroyed, and that is the picture in London. To look at them belies the interpretation Brown gives.

ii)
The Last Supper: (see Brown pgs. 242-244).  Is there a coded message in this picture?  Brown thinks so! Is Mary Magdalene in this picture?  Again Brown says yes!  He is wrong on both counts because he does not know the picture or its intended theme.  Brown claims that Mary Magdalene is the figure to Jesus' right usually thought to be John. It is a soft face person without a beard.  But that is the way Leonardo painted young men.  Brown calls this a "fresco" which it is not (a fresco is a water based pigment on moist lime plaster and is very durable).  Leonardo used tempera over a thinly coated stone (poor choice) the picture began to fade and flake in a very short time.  What is the theme?  It is not the institution of the Eucharist.  Where are the chalice (which the Middle Ages sought as the "Holy Grail") and the bread?  No!  It is the scene in John of the betrayal that Jesus had just announced (Jn. 13:21ff.), remember John does not record the institution of the Eucharist.  The picture shows the response of the twelve to that announcement.  The beardless figure is undoubtedly John (or where is the explanation of his absence?  There are only thirteen in the picture Jesus and the Twelve).  If Mary was intended, we should have an explanation for the absence of one of Jesus’ disciples.  It can't be Judas since he is part of the immediate story.

iii)        The Mona Lisa" (see Brown pg. 129):  Is this Leonardo's self-portrait in "drag"?  Or is it Leonardo's painting in support of androgyny?  Is he reflecting the ideal of a balance of the male and female?  All are Brown's thesis.  Brown has his character "Langdon" derive the name of the picture from the Egyptian god Ammon and the goddess Isis.  Two points: Leonardo did not name the picture; the oldest name for it is "La Gioconda" and the oldest tradition is that it is the portrait of the wife of a Florentine named Francisco del Giocondo.  It was painted between 1503 and 1505.

            b)           The Saga of Mary Magdalene

                                  Magdalene is not a last name in our sense.  Rather it designates a place of origin, probably Magdala, a town on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee.  


Was Mary Magdalene a prostitute?  Luke 8: 2-3 tells us that Jesus drove seven devils out of her.  This suggests nothing about her moral state.  In the Scriptures, illness, particularly mental or emotional problems, fever, or epileptic seizures were attributed to possession by a demon.  When Jesus cured, he is said to have driven the demon out and the possessed person was made well.  This attribution of illness to evil spirits was the habit of the time when in their medical innocence people used this as an explanation of the cause if illness.  Luke probably means that Mary was a very sick woman (7 a number that suggested an indefinite number or an ultimate situation), Jesus cured her and in appreciation she, with other women mentioned in the Gospels, followed Him and waited on His and the needs of the Apostolic band.  Even if she was "possessed" as we would understand the term, there is no necessary imputation of sin on the part of the possessed person.  The attribution of prostitution seems to have no Biblical warrant.  Authors have made that assumption because of the mention of Mary by name only a few verses after another story of a woman, unnamed, in Luke 7:36-50, who washes Jesus' feet with her tears, wipes them with her hair and anoints Him with perfume.  The Pharisee who invited Jesus to dinner identifies her as a “sinner”.  There is no hard reason for identifying these two women as one and the same.  However, preachers, including Pope Gregory I in a sermon in 591 made the association.  Gregory is not teaching this identification, only making a rhetorical statement that in no way involves Papal infallibility, nor does it require our acceptance.  He simply went beyond what the text says and I believe he was wrong.  Brown keeps insisting that the Church marginalized Mary to cover up the progeny she and Jesus brought into the world, and their right to rulership in the Church.  Yet, rather than marginalize her, both the Eastern and Western Church, from earliest times have honored her as a Saint with her own feast day.


Did Mary Magdalene marry Christ?  See Brown Pg. 244:  There is no evidence that Jesus ever married, not even the Gnostic gospels make such a statement (at least not clearly).  Brown's main argument is that Jewish men at this time were expected to marry (pg. 245), hence all did, without exception.  Jeremiah, the O.T prophet did not marry, John the Baptist in the N.T. did not marry, there was celibacy among the Essenes, see the Dead Sea Scroll community.  Hence Brown is hardly offering a conclusive argument.  

Where, then, does Brown get his story? Most immediately he seems to have derived his ideas from Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln, Holy Blood, Holy Grail, N.Y. 1981 (reprinted, interestingly by Delacorte in 2004 no doubt in the wake of the publication of the Da Vinci Code?).  It is alleged to have been spawned from Gnostic roots, particularly The Gospel of Philip and The Gospel of Mary (Magdalene), both of which are Nag Hammandi texts (found in 1945 in Egypt.  Scholars date these writings as of the mid to late 4th Century (they are copies of documents surely earlier but not before the late second or early theirs Century.)  These two refer to a relationship between Mary and Jesus, but by no means do they unambiguously suggest marriage.  

c) Did Constantine invent the divinity of Jesus?  See Brown pg. 234


After the battle of the Milvian Bridge (313) Constantine became sole Emperor of the Roman Empire.  He issued an edict at Milan declaring that Christians are no longer to be persecuted, and subsequently with his conversion, Christianity became the religion of the Empire.  He was not baptized until shortly before his death. (It was a common practice of the time for adults to put off baptism till later in life to gain full remission of not only Original sin but all personal sins as well).  The Christianity Constantine embraced was troubled over issues about Jesus, especially that of Arius who attacked the divinity of Jesus.  Hoping to settle the issue, he was instrumental in convoking the Council of Nicea (325).  The Council issued the creed we recite at Mass (augmented with a contribution from the Council of Constantinople 381).  The divinity of Jesus was not invented at the Council, but is the fabric of the canonical Gospels and the letters of Paul.  The early Fathers of the Church are also unanimous in teaching the divinity of Jesus: Ignatius of Antioch in a letter in 110; Polycarp of Smyrna in his letter to the Philippians 112 (or 118); Justin Martyr 100-165; Irenaeus of Lyons 177 in his commentary on John 1: 1 who says: "all distinction between the Father and the Son vanishes, for one God made all things through His Son": Tertulian 150-212, a century before Nicea, taught the full divinity of Jesus.  (See the unhistorical statements of Brown on pg. 234).  The Council, not Constantine, defined the ancient doctrine of the divinity of Christ.  It did not invent it, but in condemning the Christological heresy formulated the authentic teaching that goes back to Jesus Himself.  Brown does not seem to be aware that he defeats his whole thesis with his attributing to Constantine the "elevating" of the human Jesus to divine status centuries after Jesus’ lifetime.  If Jesus is not divine from the very beginning, and merely wanted to establish a human religion with His family leading it, then Christianity is a hoax.  But that seems to be Brown's intention anyway.  Christianity is the only religion that completely stands or falls on the Person of its Founder.

d) The Issue of the Knights Templer:


This was a real organization that came into existence during the Crusades to protect pilgrims to the Holy Land.  It was founded in 1118 and survived the fall of the last Crusader fortress at Acre in 1291.  Over time it amassed a fortune and became medieval a banking institution and a kind of 'travel agency'.  Brown (pg. 249) identifies the "Holy Grail" as Mary Magdalene whose womb contained the child she and Jesus conceived establishing the bloodline that is the thread of his story.  Earlier, pg. 159, Brown wrote that the Templers had a "secret" (just mentioned) and bribed Pope Clement V (1305-1314) with the proposition that for their attaining power in Europe they would keep the secret and preserve the status quo regarding authority in the Church.  The Pope responded by arresting the Templers and killing them.  What really happened? King Philip IV (known as "the Fair") of France was desperate for money and the Templers had it.  He forced the Pope (who was in Avignon at the time) to suppress the Order.  This Clement did, and Philip, not the Pope arrested and killed most of them including their Grand Master Jacques de Molay in 1314.


e) A Few further historical errors:



Pg. 309 states that there was 'ritual sex" in the Jerusalem Temple and that the early Jews thought the Temple housed not only God but His female equal the Shekinah.  From the call of Abram, the patriarch who was the beginning of Jewish faith (Gen. 12:1ff.) Jews are Monotheists in the strict sense of the term. From the very beginning their monotheism was practical; by the time of Second Isaiah it is formally stated.  God had no female equal.  That there is only ONE GOD is the Jews’ gift to the world.  And "Shekinah" is not a goddess, but the glory that shown when God was present to His People.  It comes from the Hebrew shakan a verb meaning "to dwell" so it is God's glory dwelling with His people.



Pg. 309, again, Brown derives the Tetragrammaton YHWH (our Yahweh) from Jahovah; however the origin of the word is just the other way around. Jahovah is a combination of the consonants of Yahweh with the vowels of Adonai and used as circumlocution for the unpronounceable name of God.  The etymology Brown offers is totally false.



Pg. 231 Brown talks of more than 80 Gospels being considered for the official Scriptures as though a committee would sift and choose only some of them.  Totally wrong as the next section on the Canon of the Scriptures hopes to show.  Rather, Mark, Matthew, Luke and John were the foundational documents from the end of the first century.



Pg. 234 Brown accuses the Vatican as having tried to suppress the Dead Sea Scrolls found, he says in the 1950s.  They came to light in 1947.  They have nothing to do with Christianity, except that they corroborate the accuracy of the texts of the O.T that we have today, and show a world similar to that described in the Gospel of John.  Quite a benefit, why try to suppress them?  As a matter of fact there were Catholic scholars in on the examination of the Scrolls from the beginning.  They had the blessing of the Church in doing this work.



Pg. 257 Brown has the Merovingians founding Paris.  Paris was founded in the third century BC by a tribe called the Parisi.  It was conquered by the Romans and named Lutitia, but later between 305 and 310 AD was renamed Paris.  Clovis, founder of the Merovingian dynasty, moved his capital to Paris in about 500AD.  The story of the assassination of King Dagobert while sleeping and the guilt placed on the Vatican and Pepin the Short is totally wrong.  Dagobert was killed on a hunt by one of his own companions.  Pepin (700s) had nothing to do with it, and there was no Vatican at the time, the Popes’ headquarters were in the Lateran Palace.  Innocent III (1198-1216) built the palace on Vatican hill where his successors chose to live.

What value do these documents have?  The Gnostic gospels:

i) tell us about the beliefs of the Gnostic-Christian Community of the 2nd Century and later,

ii) tell us how they used the Canonical Gospels,

iii) do not offer any independent witness to Jesus and His followers.

II - The Canon of the Scriptures:

The word canon refers to the officially accepted Book of the Bible, those recognized and affirmed as having been written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, making them the authentic "rule of faith."  


In Greek the word Kanōn is found in 2 Corinthians 10: 13,15,16 to describe territorial limits.  The word has been appropriate to describe the "limits” and identity of those books of Scripture that can be certainly known to have been the inspired word of God.  In Galatians, interestingly, it describes the Christian rule of life, apparently in opposition to non-Christian standards.  


In Ecclesiastical literature St. Irenaeus (ca. 180) frequently speaks of the "rule of truth" attested in the Scriptures and in Tradition.  In the Fourth Century (ca. 303) Eusebius uses the word to describe the authentic Scriptures and names the Four Gospels we have , Matthew , Mark, Luke and John as well as the other books of the N.T. (see Historia Eccelesiasticus 3:25; 6;25).  The Council of Nicea in 325 called the list of the Sacred Book the Canon; and St. Athanasius (ca. 367) distinguished the 'canonical' Scriptures from those of heretics.  These, he called apocryphal.  Pope Damasus (366-384) was the first to fix the Canon of the Scriptures by these simple words: "These are the books of the Old Testament, which the Holy Roman Catholic Church accepts."  A decision of the Council of Hippo re-echoed this by saying: "The confirmation of this list must be settled in accord with the Church beyond the seas" (i.e. the Roman Church).


In current usage, a canonical book is one that the Church recognizes as belonging to the list of its Sacred Texts.  For the Roman Catholic Church these are 45 (46 if Lamentations and Jeremiah are considered two separate books) which is apparently the reason for Trent finalizing the number: "So that no doubt may remain” as to which books are recognized, the Council listed as sacred and canonical "with all their parts" and as inspired by the Holy Spirit 73 books including the O. T. books (deuterocanonical) not accepted by many Jews and Protestants.  Vatican I (1870) affirmed that they were written under the "inspiration of the Holy Spirit" but left the identity of the books to the decree of Trent. In the New Testament there are 27 books (Luther had rejected the Letter of James as an "epistle of straw", but Protestants accept it now and all Christians have the same number of N.T. books) yielding a total of 72 (73).


The Jewish Canon: During the time of the Second Temple, the historical period following the Babylonian Captivity (587-537 BC), when the Temple was being rebuilt (and the time of the beginning of Christian history) Jewish orthodoxy was usually settled by the rabbis and the Sanhedrin.  Jews became a "People of the Book” after the destruction of Temple and the first dispersion of the population as a result of the war with Rome in 70 AD.  Around 90 AD, the Pharisees met at a place called in Greek Jamnia (in Hebrew Jabneh).  The rabbis met to assure the integrity and preservation of the unique religion of the Jews.  The rule of faith would be the Bible, and the books to be accepted as Scripture were listed.  They are the same as we accept, however the Catholic Canon is larger with the addition of books represented by the acronym TJWEBB (Tobias, Judith, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch and the two books of the Maccabees, as well as parts of Esther and Daniel).  This difference in canonical listing led to the designation of the book held in common as protocanonical, and the Catholic addition as deuterocanonical.  The formation of the canon was a process that took over a thousand years (roughly the 12th century to the 2nd century BC).  During that time, the accumulated writings were gathered into three divisions: the Law (Tōrah), Prophets (Ně be īm) and Writings (kĕtūbim), yielding the acronym TaNak (often represented by the letters TNK).  It is important to note that the ordering of the books of the Old Testament in Catholicism differs from the Jewish ordering for a central theological reason: we list the books as the Law, Writings and lastly the Prophets since they most directly and consistently point to the fulfillment of the Old Testament in the Person of Jesus Christ.  


How do we explain the different Canons in Judaism and in Catholicism?  A classic thesis is that by the end of the first Christian century Judaism had two canons of sacred books: the shorter Palestinian Canon drawn up by the rabbis at Jamnia; and a longer canon that derives from Alexandria in Egypt as represented in the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible made, according to a long standing legend by 72 Jewish scholars, about the third century BC, to accommodate Diaspora Jews who no longer read or understood Hebrew.  The common opinion today is that it may have been produced over centuries).  The early Christian Church adopted the Alexandrian canon.  The Jewish Community followed the Palestinian canon, and the Protestant Churches followed them.  There seems to have been a practical (rule of thumb) at work in the rabbis deliberations: they accepted no book not originally written in Hebrew, or written outside territorial Palestine, or written after 400 BC. 

The New Testament Canon:   


Today, Catholics, Orthodox Churches and Protestants accept the same 27 Books of the New Testament.  Most of the Reformers accepted the full N.T from the beginning.  Luther, following Erasmus (one of the great 16th Cent. humanists) and using his Greek New Testament as the basis for his translation of the New Testament into German eliminated Hebrews, James, Jude and Revelations as of lesser value, placing them after the certain books of the N.T.  These doubts no longer hold sway.


From the beginning, Christians had a "Sacred Text" and it was the Jewish Scriptures.  The designation Old Testament is an anachronism before the New Testament made it appearance.  This took decades.


The origin of Christianity (unlike Judaism or any other religions) is a Person, Jesus Christ.  To preach the kingdom of God was and is to preach Jesus.  The Apostles were the living link to Jesus after His death, resurrection and ascension.  In the earliest days, proximity to the Apostles (geographically and chronologically) made writing unnecessary.  As Christianity began to spread territorially and the passage of years aged the Apostles the consciousness of a need for written accounts began to dawn.  Between 30 and 50 AD, we have no evidence of written documents.  The faith was preached and nourished by verbal communication (cf. Romans 10: 14-15).  What Peter, James and Paul proclaimed was known to be in continuity with the teachings and life of Jesus and was therefore "canonical"(see 1 Corinthians 15:11).  Missionary Christians began to go to the Gentiles to bring the message of Jesus.  They 'probably' had written summaries of some of Jesus’ saying and parables and of His deeds --catechetical notes organized into compact units (pre-Gospel collections, but none are preserved).  We have only oblique references in some of the writings of the Fathers.  The letters of Paul are probably the first of what is now the New Testament.  They were likely written in the late 50s to early 60s, followed by Mark (mid to late 60s), then Matthew and Luke-Acts (independently of one another) in 70s or more probably 80s.  John is usually dated in the 90s along with Revelation; Hebrews in the 60s or 70s to 80s and 2nd Peter after 100; and the other writing somewhere along this time-line.

Once there were Christian writings, what determined their acceptance, their canonicity?  

First, authorship in the ancient world:  The important factors were: 1) apostolic origin, real or putative (for this reason the Gnostic writings claim apostolic authorship).  Today, we know that "authorship" in the ancient world had more to do with community acceptance than the designation of an author by name.  An author could write in his own name (as Luke did for his Gospel and Acts); could dictate, e.g. Paul in Romans, (also 1 Corinthians 16:21; Galatians 6:11; 2 Thessalonians 3:17; Colossians 4:18).  He could supply ideas to another writer who wrote them down, e.g. 1 Peter (pseudonymously written by Sylvanus 5:12). One could be considered an author if the document was written by a disciple who was guided by the master's words and spirit, even after the master's death (e.g., second and third Isaiah, possibly Matthew).  Finally, one could be an author in the widest sense if the work was written in the literary tradition established by a major figure, e.g., the Torah as attributed to Moses, or the Davidic authorship of many psalms; or the attribution of Wisdom literature to Solomon.

Regarding the Gospels: Paul knew of instruction that originated with Jesus had greater authority than his own (1 Corinthians 7:10, 12); and he knew some details of Jesus life (1Corinthians 15:3-5).  The Christian Community also knew that Jesus' teaching had greater authority than the Jewish Scriptures (cf. Matthew 5:21-48).  Scholars have theorized that there were written accounts of the Jesus tradition before the Gospels (that they no longer exist suggests that once the Gospels emerged, earlier written accounts of the Jesus tradition became obsolete and were no longer copied).  These putative writings are designated "Q" (from the German word quelle meaning "sources").  This is a reasonable postulate.  The most likely scenario is called the 'two-source' theory.  It asserts that Mark was written first, Matthew and Luke were written independently of each other but with dependence on Mark for material they share, and on "Q" for shared material not in Mark.  Since they also have material unique to themselves, there must, also, have been some special Matthean and Lucan sources. It can be represented as follows:





Mk.                                                            Q

                           ( plus special Mt)        Mt                                                             Lk   (plus special Lk)
John was written later, probably with knowledge of the Synoptics and intended to offer further data.  The last verses of John's chapters 20 and 21 tell us that there are many other things Jesus did and said that are not written down, that what is written is to confirm our faith.  That Matthew and Luke incorporate Mark rather than try to supplement him, as John seems to have done, suggests that each Gospel intended to speak to a particular community that had its own questions and need to understand.  It may be that there was no expectation that the Gospel, written for a particular community would eventually be read by others and then by all Christians.  Hence each Gospel is addressed to local situations attempting to clue its audience in to the ONE Gospel, the authentic teaching of Jesus (as an example, see the teaching on divorce).  "The Gospel according to ..." became the Gospels after 125 AD with Justin's Apologia 1:66-67; and the sense that there is only ONE GOSPEL in different forms led to attempts to harmonize them as in Tatian's Diatessaron written around 170AD.

The earliest listing of the books of the N.T. is, probably, the Muratorian Fragment which reflects Roman usage of the book is the late 2nd Century.  Origin accepted all 27 books, Eusebius knew Origin's list, noting that James and Jude are disputed but indicates that they are used regularly in many churches.  The Councils of Hippo (393) and Carthage (397) give evidence of common agreement throughout the Church.  After the 4th Century, there was no disagreement about the books of the Bible until the 16th and Luther's downgrading (mentioned above).  This caused the Council of Trent (1545-1563) to define and thereby settle the books of the Bible for the future by decreeing the Canon we now follow.        

Summary:   The establishment of the Canon of the Scriptures was a long process.  It relied on the believing community, the Church, to come to recognize its faith reflected in certain documents which it then accepted; and to recognize the divergence from its authentic faith in other rejected documents (e.g., the Gnostic texts). The criterion (even if not consciously delineated at the beginning of the process, but clear at its conclusion) included:

1) Apostolic origin: real or putative.  Those documents bearing the name of an Apostle or like Hebrews attributed to one (Paul), or Revelation (to John).  However, apostolic origin was not absolute.  Letters of Paul or in his name written to the Corinthians (see 2 Cor. 2:4) or to Laodocia (Col. 4:16) did not survive.  In the 2nd Cent. the Gospel of Peter was rejected for its content in spite of its attribution to Peter.  Other apocryphal works determined spurious or false regardless of the name of the Apostle attached to them, and were rejected.

2) The importance of the Church Community to which it was addressed: the Church of Rome is thought to have received Mark, Romans and possibly Hebrews; Antioch in Syria received Matthew (most plausible opinion); the Churches of Asia Minor (e.g. Ephesus) preserved the Pauline and Johanine writings (the bulk of the New Testament).  It is possible Luke-Acts was preserved there as well.  These Churches became the greatest authorities on the authenticity of Scripture after Irenaeus (ca. 170) rejected the Gnostic writings.  The receiving Church and the major figures of those Churches was the key (this probably accounted for the reception of Philemon and Jude).  

3) Conformity with the "rule of faith": the word "canon" designates the 'rule of faith' and is the measure by which the written books were judged for acceptance, see Eusebius EH.6.12.2-6.  It is this criterion or these criteria that eliminates the Gnostic books.  The “rule of faith” which guarantees the authenticity of the doctrine believed is God’s revelation found in the Scriptures, Tradition and the Spirit guided Magisterium of the Church.  (See The Catechism of the Catholic Church, #s 120, 138: and in the Documents of the Second Vatican Council, The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, #10 “Sacred tradition and sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, which is committed to the Church.”)
The Gnostic Gospels

I- In General:     the word "Gnostic" derives from the Greek gnōsis meaning "knowledge".  It first came into current concern in the 18th Century of our era to refer to a current of religious life and thought that was discovered to have existed at the beginning of the Christian era.  It had a bearing on the development and articulation of Christian doctrine, forcing authentic faith to reject heterodox and heretical doctrine and to define carefully its own understanding of Jesus life and message.  Early Christian writers already knew the term as a general name for a social grouping of Christians discontented with orthodox teaching or practice.  The first certain reference to the term is in 1 Timothy 6:20.  Gnosticism is an "umbrella" term under which are gathered various versions of teaching, sometimes designated as "schools."

Characteristics:  Radical dualism was primary in the Gnostic conceptual framework.  It seemed to provide a philosophical and religious solution to the evil in human experience.  The Gnostics gave a unique twist to dualism.  Going back to creation, Gnostic thinkers attributed this world to a foolish creator, the Demiurge (a subordinate godlike being who fashioned the world according to divine ideas) who set it in motion without the permission of the "Unknown" God.  To end the monstrous process of physical (nonspiritual) creation, the High God had only one choice -- cunning moves initiated among human beings.  He provided humans with a divine substance (spirit, soul, spark) that enabled humanity (called the ideal Adam) to see through the monstrous work and to perceive the true goal of humanity and return to the spiritual realm of the High God (cf. the vision of Plato).  The "end" (telos) of history is the destruction of creation and return of the human (spirit, soul, spark) to the Kingdom of Light.  Gnosis or knowledge is the vehicle.  It is a special supernatural knowledge offered to the followers of Gnosticism through a special revelation.  Gnostics considered themselves the "elite", the "chosen" who alone were able to perceive the delicate balance and connection between this world and the world of the kingdom of Light.  With their "insight" (gnosis) the elect could free themselves from the chains of this world and attain their true home in the Kingdom of Light.  Note the implications: a power equal to the High God, salvation through a special revelation given only to the elect and they, without need of a savior, save themselves.

II - Specific to Christianity:  


Most of the early Fathers were heresiologists (experts in the identification and struggle against heresy), e.g., Eusebius, Justine, Irenaeus, Hippolytus and Epephanius.  These Fathers considered that Simon Magus (see Acts 8) was the first Gnostic and considered him the founder of the sect.  The history of Christian Gnosticism is difficult to write because it is so diversified.  There is no one text to start from.  We come to understand who a Gnostic is and what documents are Gnostic only by noting how they deviate from canonical Christianity.  Those that particularly interest us are the 'Gnostic schools' of the 2nd Century.  Their centers were Alexandria (in Egypt) and Rome.  While diverse, it is possible to see a recurrence of themes: cosmological, Christological, eschatological, soteriological and ethical.  


By the end of the 1st Christian Century, it is possible to get a picture: an unknown God, his female companion (called "Sophia", wisdom), the creator demiurge, the fall of the divine soul or spirit into Adam's body (as the first man, note the rejection of the body and matter generally), the sending of the heavenly figure (identified variously, e.g. Seth, Baruch) or abstract entities (Sophia or Logos meaning ‘word’) to rescue the divine spirit from matter, the "ascent of the soul," the destruction of the cosmos (and at the practical level, the need to distance oneself from the world).


The 2nd century systematized this general picture.  The first significant teacher on Gnostic doctrine and one who can set the stage for the others is Basilides (117-161).  He lived in Alexandria, published 24 books including a Gnostic gospel and exegesis of the texts (in a book called Exegetica).  Only fragments survived, but with quotations from other writings of the Fathers we can get a line on his teaching.  Hippolytus and Irenaeus are particularly helpful here.  Basilides taught an emanation of beings and angels from the "Unbegotten Father." At first there emanated six spiritual powers: mind (nous) or Christ (Christus), word, prudence, wisdom (Sophia) and power (dynamis).  From these emanated 365 angelic beings corresponding to the world year.  The lowest class of powers was led by the demiurge (identified with the God of the Jews) to create the physical world and mankind.  To rescue mankind from the tyranny of the demiurge, the "Father" sent His Christ - Nous who appeared in a divinely adopted human form as Jesus.  Simon of Cyrene, not Jesus died on the cross so that the Christ-Nous could escape and return to the Father.  Only the soul, not the devalued body is the object of salvation.  The "faithful" or "pneumatics" alone represents the saved.  

The Gospel of Thomas: (G.Th.)

Of the many possible choices of Gnostic Gospels, the Gospel of Thomas may serve us best since it has much that is orthodox, many sayings that scholars are convinced are original with Jesus, but also clear Gnostic teaching that prevented it from being accepted as canonical.  We will concentrate only on that Gnostic component here.  This Gospel of Thomas we found in 1945 at Nag Hammadi (ca. 300 miles south of Cairo).  It was the site of a 4th Century monastery.  It is a collection of 114 “sayings” of Jesus and considered by scholars as the most important find for N. T. studies.  Although called a ‘gospel,’ since it has no biographical framework it is more like the putative “sayings” collections mentioned earlier, perhaps like “Q” the hypothetical source of common material in Matthew and Luke, or like the special “M” or special “L” documents postulated for the material in Matthew and in Luke not found elsewhere in the accepted Gospel tradition.  Of the 114 sayings, 79 have a parallel in the Synoptic tradition.  Scholars debate whether some of the sayings in G. Th. are really Jesus’ original words.  Most scholars think that G. Th. was composed sometime in the 2nd Century (the ‘Jesus Seminar’ claims the 50s for composition, thus antedating the canonical Gopels, but support for this is minimal).  Again, scholars see incipient Gnosticism in many of the sayings, the reason for its being rejected. Here are only a few examples:
The supposed author is named Didymus (a Greek word) Judas Thomas (an Aramaic word) both meaning “twin”.  Whose twin? Jesus!  Two other works also have the name Didymus Judas Thomas.  They are: the apocryphal Acts of Thomas and the Book of Thomas the Athlete.  
Preface: These are the secret words which Jesus the

Living spoke and (which) Didymus Judas

Thomas wrote.  He said: He who will find

The interpretation of these words will not taste

Death.
Note: the designation of the “secret words” a characteristic of Gnostic thought, words spoken to the initiate and not to all.  The way to salvation is through knowledge (gnōsis), and the future coming of the Kingdom is finding the interpretation of Jesus’ words making salvation depend not on a future act of God but on coming to knowledge.

Saying 23:  Jesus saw little ones receiving milk.

He said to his disciples:

These little ones receiving milk

Are those who enter into the kingdom.
They said to him:

If we are little ones,

Will we enter the kingdom?

Jesus said to them:

When you make the two one,

And make the inside like the outside,

And the outside like the inside,

And the upper side like the under side.

And (in such a way) that you make the man
(with) the woman a single one,

In order that the man is not man and the

Woman is not woman;

When you make eyes in place of an eye,

And a hand in place of a hand,

And a foot in place of a foot,

An image in place of an image;

Then you will go into [the kingdom].
This is all very enigmatic until we remember that the Gnostics taught that the original sin was the separation of man and women into separate sexual beings.  This passage means more than becoming like little children (as in John 3:3-5).  It obliterates all earthly distinction and difference, especially gender identity.  A Gnostic ‘school’ called the Naassenes held the primal man was androgynous, rejecting everything about sex, especially intercourse.  It even condemned sexual desire in general.   
Saying 77:  Jesus said:

I am the light

Which is over everything.

I am the All:

(from me) the All has gone forth,

And to me the All has returned.

Split wood: I am there.

Lift up the stone, and you will find me there.
All are emanations from Jesus, here we have pantheism “in all things I am scattered.”  The good of salvation is not future but present; not personal but an absorption into the All.  There is a similar idea in the Gospel of Eve (reported by Epiphaneus) “In all things I am scattered, and from wherever you wish you collect me.”

Conclusion:  The Church never escapes the Gnostic danger.  One may wonder why the Da Vinci Code caused so much concern and seemed to threaten the faith of many, or at least bring many to doubt the faith.  Is it that many people become restless with the truth?  Paul speaks of “itching ears” (2 Timothy 4:3).  Many like novelty and excitement.  Is it not a form of Gnosticism that prepares people to respond with full acceptance to every sighting of Mary, to every ‘private’ so-called revelation, to every ‘new’ doctrine?  People seem to have a “sweet tooth” for the bizarre and unusual, and Brown has satisfied that.  Religious illiteracy is pandemic in our time, and is fertile ground for the unusual.  There was a convenient confluence of events that may explain the popularity of “The Da Vinci Code” including: the open sexual scene today, diminished respect for authority, rampant individualism, the scandal in the Church and many others.  
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