SURVIVING THEOLOGY FICTION - Towards Virtual Reality
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An earlier article identified the best-selling novel, The Da Vinci Code (DVC) as a striking example of what I term “theology fiction”. It went on to critique the ideology underlying it. A distinction will now be made between theology fiction that is designed simply to entertain and that which, like DVC, has a further agenda. Most works of theology fiction fall into the first category. Their authors’ intentions are usually indicated by a disclaimer such as: “All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.” A small sample of this type will now be looked at. All have religious or spiritual themes, some of which inspired later works, including DVC.
 “GOOD” THEOLOGY FICTION

A classic of the genre is Irving Wallace’s The Word (1972). A gospel, ostensibly written by James the Just, a younger brother of Jesus, is discovered in the ruins of the ancient Roman seaport of Ostia Antica. This discovery will show the world a new Jesus Christ, contradict existing accounts of his life and potentially destroy the foundations of Christian history. The story combines religion with international business and politics. Wallace was one of the first to write a modern thriller involving an ancient manuscript, a secret society committed to hiding an explosive truth, and the hero who must uncover that truth. 

Also on the manuscript theme is The Gospel of Judas (2000) by Simon Mawer. The theological shock lies in an ancient papyrus scroll discovered near the Dead Sea. It is from the first century AD, earlier than the Gospels and written by Judas Iscariot. He claims that Jesus “died and did not rise again and I myself witnessed the body in its corruption.”  Jesus is revealed as the child of Aristobulus, murdered son of King Herod the Great. His mother Mary is the daughter of Antipater, another of Herod’s sons. Jesus is fostered to Joseph of Arimathea, who is identified with St. Joseph. On Palm Sunday Jesus has an army mustered on Mount Olivet, ready to strike at Roman occupation. However, he is tricked by the Sanhedrin and handed over to the Romans. After his crucifixion and burial near Golgotha, a small group of disciples remove his body to an unknown location.  

John Case’s The Genesis Code (1998) features an organization called Umbra Domini, described as a Catholic hezbollah and portrayed as an extreme caricature of Opus Dei. It advocates a more muscular Catholicism, which finds expression in the bombing of abortion clinics and waging a crusade against Muslims in Bosnia. It is headed by a Dominican because “the Inquisition was theirs.” Umbra Domini has become engaged in a covert campaign of murdering young children and their mothers. The killings are on account of the work of Dr. Ignazio Baresi, scientist and expert in Christian relics. Baresi has discovered and is using at his fertility clinic in Italy a technique for cloning human cells, both of the living and of the dead.  It transpires that he has been using cells from relics associated with Jesus to clone children. Umbra Domini believes that these children are anti-Christ or The Beast and must be destroyed.

Theology fiction finds its way onto the TV screen too. David Seltzer launched The Omen in 1976. His latest apocalyptic series Revelations brings together an astro-physicist and a nun from a breakaway order that believes the end of the world is nigh. They are trying to find a “miracle baby” with healing power who was the sole survivor of a shipwreck off the island of Patmos, where the Book of Revelation was presumably written. Is this child the Christ who is to return at the end of time? And what are the dark forces, represented by a satanic cult, really up to?
MARIOLOGY FICTION

Michael Jordan’s Mary, the Unauthorized Biography (2001) is very different from the fore-going. Like Holy Blood, Holy Grail and The Tomb of God, it is a hardback that – with 14 pages of bibliography - has some pretensions to scholarship. However, like them it too is fiction dressed to impress. Supposedly a biography of the Virgin Mary, it claims to expose a myth invented by the early Church to further the interests of its male hierarchy and disguise the pagan origins of the mother of Jesus. Abusively anti-Christian in tone and content, it has a take on the “sacred feminine” which believers will find particularly offensive. 


Jordan asserts that the mother of Jesus, far from being a virgin, was a temple prostitute - as were some other key women in both the Old and New Testaments. She probably took part in a “sacred marriage”, a pagan fertility rite in which she was impregnated by a priest in order to bear a messiah. It follows that “Jesus Christ was the product of a sexual rite honouring a pagan mother goddess in whose service Mary had been initiated as a special category of priestess”. And he doesn’t stop there. Jordan implies that Jesus himself was sexually active: that he re-enacted pagan fertility rituals by committing incest with his mother. This, Jordan tells us, is supported by “documentary evidence”, but he doesn’t supply any. He also implies that the early Christian community continued the practice of “sacred marriage”. Here he quotes I Corinthians 5.1 as pointing to a link between the Christian agapé meal and ritual incest.

The agapé was in fact a communal meal celebrated by Christians in association with the Eucharist. Aberrations undoubtedly did occur within the rapidly expanding Church of the first and second centuries. What Jordan does not highlight is that Church authorities beginning with St. Paul universally condemned this behaviour. He thus insinuates that such behaviour was the norm among the first Christians.

What evidence does Jordan have to suggest that Mary was a pagan priestess? His “proof” lies in the fact that there was a lot of paganism and prostitution around in the world in which Mary grew up. Also, in Matthew’s list of the ancestors of Jesus there are four women who were tainted with sexual misconduct: Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bathsheba. The most recent of these lived 1000 years before Mary! 

Where the life of Jesus is concerned Jordan confuses allegory with history. He arbitrarily puts the historical figure of Jesus and his mother in the same kind of relationship as purely mythological pairings such as Tammuz and Ishtar, Baal and Astarte, Osiris and Isis. Common to these myths is a god-king who dies and rises. He is executed; his bride mourns him and is eventually reunited with him. The reunion was often celebrated in a sexual ritual, which was believed to bring fertility to crops, herds and people. 

These fertility celebrations were a constant source of temptation to the Jews at the time of the prophets. The worship of Tammuz and Ishtar was condemned by Jeremiah (7:18 and 44:17-25), not primarily because of the sexual license characteristic of near eastern fertility cults, but because they entailed unfaithfulness to God and his Covenant. The term Jeremiah used for Astarte or Ishtar was “Queen of Heaven”. This term recurs centuries later and is familiar to Catholics as an honorary title for Mary, the Mother of God - a fact that Jordan seizes on as evidence of the pagan origins of Marian devotion.

That language, images and symbols of pagan origin did enter the Christian tradition is hardly surprizing. New cultural experiences have always sought expression in existing language. The New Testament and later Church writings used available words and images to express the deeper reality of experiencing Christ. It is the context which reveals the true meaning of a term. The word agapé is a case in point. In adopting this most indeterminate of Greek words for love, the Christian community invested it with profound meaning and power. From then on it denotes the communion that exists between Christ and his followers. 

For his early Church history, Jordan is fond of quoting the apocryphal gospels and other questionable writings, supposedly suppressed by the Church. In reality these disappeared from the scene because – due to their being more distant in time and place from the events - they were unreliable sources for the life of Jesus. Jordan under-values the four Gospels, though these are far more reliable sources than the texts he is fond of quoting. He dismisses the miracles of Lourdes as a con job perpetrated by the Church, ignoring the fact that many of these have been subjected to rigorous medical and scientific investigation. Nor does he give any attention to the arguments of modern theologians in defence of Marian practice. 

Many people, alienated from the Church because of perceived negative attitudes to women or to sexuality, seek to connect with forms of religion that were there before the rise of Judaeo-Christian and Islamic “patriarchy”. However, one must ask why these earlier religions disappeared in the first place. Mother Earth fertilized by Father Sky were powerful icons for early agrarian societies, where the question of an adequate food supply was crucial. They answered a fundamental need of the age. Christianity flourished because society was changing. Cities were growing and people were increasingly asking more sophisticated questions about life and the after-life, which the older deities were unable to answer. 
THE BIBLE CODE

Michael Drosnin’s The Bible Code I (1997) and The Bible Code II: The Countdown (2002) claim to unearth coded messages within the Hebrew text of the Old Testament. The murder of Israeli Prime Minister, Isaac Rabin was in this way, according to Drosnin, known beforehand and vain efforts made to warn him. Other world-shattering events encoded in the Bible include the Second World War, the Kennedy assassinations, moon landings, the two Gulf wars, the Kobe earthquake of 1995 and the “911” terrorist attack. All of these however, are dwarfed by what lies ahead of us in the near future: nuclear war, earthquakes and environmental disasters of unprecedented magnitude. Drosnin’s prophecies have been cited by fundamentalists and prophets of doom as sure signs that the biblical End of the World is near. 

How does it work? The messages can supposedly be found by omitting the gaps between words and treating the Bible or substantial portions of it as a single enormous “word string”. Then by using “skip sequences”, i.e. reading every 2nd, 3rd or Nth letter either forwards or backwards, the secrets begin to emerge. This presupposes that all existing Hebrew bibles are the same letter for letter. We are informed that the Talmud states that if a copy of the Torah has even one wrong letter, it cannot be used and must be buried. 
In reality each page of the Hebrew Old Testament can be read in many different ways, reflecting the many different manuscripts that survive. The Book of Isaiah, from which Drosnin derives some spectacular predictions, draws on dozens of different manuscript sources, including the only known complete scroll found in 1947 near the Dead Sea. Based on differences between these sources, scholarly editions offer variant readings in virtually every second verse and sometimes three or four different ways of reading even a single verse. There is no one correct version. Scholars try to judge in each verse which of the various readings is likely to be closest to what was originally written down in the centuries before Christ. 

To which textual reading is the Bible code supposed to apply? If the Bible or even a substantial portion of it such as the Pentateuch or Isaiah is written down as a continuous letter strand, then each variant reading of a single verse is going to result in a different continuous word string. The result is going to mean that there will be an incalculable multitude of different word strings. Drosnin gives no indication of his criteria for selecting his particular text and therefore his word string. He simply denies the existence of possible variant readings.


 For a time, some mathematicians and politicians were impressed by The Bible Code. It currently holds little credibility. One critic applied the same method to other books, and found similarly amazing predictions. One even forecast the year of Michael Drosnin’s death!

ANTI-CHURCH CONSPIRACY?

Cardinal Bertone, Archbishop of Genoa launched a Catholic response to DVC in March 2005. He attributed its success to a deliberate strategy to counter the exceptional impact which Pope John Paul II had made on the contemporary world. The Cardinal mentioned sociologist Philip Jenkins, who cited the success of DVC as proof that anti-Catholicism is the last acceptable prejudice. For Jenkins DVC and similar works bring together two phenomena which are widespread today: the fear of secret societies dominating the world and virulent anti-Catholicism. However, such works are just as offensive to Protestants and Orthodox Christians as they are to Catholics.

The role of publishers in promoting theology fiction cannot be ignored. In the preface to Mary, the Unauthorized Biography, Michael Jordan explains that he originally intended his study to be a gentle and personal quest for truth. However, his editor persuaded him to “a more assertive advocacy”. That publisher was Weidenfeld and Nicolson, who also published The Bible Code. In 2004 they brought out Secrets of the Code – the Unauthorized Guide to the Mysteries behind the DVC. This is a compilation of 47 articles and interviews on the ideology that underlies DVC. Though some of the contributors are well known in academic circles, much of this book is far from scholarly and at times verges on the fantastic. Only five or six authors represent traditional Christian positions. The remainder advocate alternatives such as asserting that Jesus was married, or reducing the story of Jesus to a myth with no historical basis. More generally these writers accord an equal or higher status to the gnostic scriptures than to the canonical New Testament. Some see little good in Christianity as experienced in the west over the past two millennia and look forward to its early demise.

The Church is caught up in the contemporary suspicion of all authority, including government, business and the professions. It is a small step from not trusting these to believing that they are running a hidden agenda, a conspiracy. It has even been suggested that conspiracy theory is the new religion. It is a comfortable way to make sense of a messy world. Things don’t just fall apart: somebody makes them fall apart. All of this is showing up in theology fiction. The premise is that behind every large institution there must be a conspiracy. The appetite for conspiracies seems unquenchable. The fictional nature of the “Priory of Sion” has been repeatedly demonstrated in documentaries on BBC, Channel 4, National Geographic, CNN and elsewhere. This has done little to quell faith in that “institution”. Why?

THEOLOGY FICTION AND CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

When a prominent Irish journalist lampooned DVC in his column, the airwaves were besieged by dozens of irate callers demanding his head on a plate. There was a sense that a sacred cow had been slaughtered. This air of virtual reality is further illustrated by the appearance of visitors at the Louvre and Saint Sulpice in Paris, and also at the Vatican, using DVC as their guidebook. With the imminent [or “recent” – depending on appearance of film, date of publication] appearance of the film version of DVC, curators of ancient sites mentioned in the story have become alarmed about the security of heritage buildings. Hymn books, fittings and even stonework have already been removed from churches featured in the novel.

There is a lesson here about the times we live in. Christianity and the other major religions developed in a pre-modern world in which the role of the storyteller was paramount. The printed word ushered in and formed the modern era. We are now moving into a post-modern age in which people increasingly respond to images – not the stable icons of the past - but a torrent of graphics, film, music and sound effects. Information technology now has the power to make the flow of images increasingly rapid and dramatic. The written word is being squeezed out. I recently visited the apartment of a well-educated young professional. There was a satellite TV, sound system, laptop, stacks of CDs and DVDs - but not a book in sight. Most people are reading less and spending more time viewing, listening and surfing. The ordered thinking of modernity is losing ground to immediate experience. And the attention span is shrinking, as advertisers well know. If you want to get the message across, it must fit into a “sound byte”. The most common term I have heard used to describe DVC is “fast moving”. One of Dan Brown’s talents, like the authors of other successful thrillers, is the ability to get a lot of action into a single page, or rather into the reader’s imagination. Accuracy, whether historical, geographical, scientific or theological is secondary. The virtual world thus created is perceived by engaged readers as more exciting and even more “real” than the actual world they live in. 

The power of the media byte was well illustrated when there was more discussion in tabloids and on chat shows about one road accident victim in an Irish TV soap than was given to hundreds of real people who die annually on our roads. This seems like a third millennium extension to Plato’s Myth of the Cave. Many people are retreating into a world of TV/PC generated image-of-image knowledge. The danger is that this may lead to the loss of the capacity to experience the world first hand and to distinguish between virtual and actual reality.

Our minds need breathing space, a break from information overload. People are beginning to recognize the need for mental fasting. On a recent visit to an Irish retreat centre I met with a group in their 20s and 30s who were beginning a vipassana meditation retreat. Mostly students and professionals, their programme of Buddhist origin involved 10 days of complete silence, with 11 hours of meditation each day.

PASTORAL RESPONSES

The credulity with which many Catholics have greeted the theses of DVC and similar works has exposed serious gaps in our religious education. People do not know their faith well enough to recognize the flaws in theology fiction. A welcome development in recent times has been the growth in the number of lay people studying theology up to and beyond degree level. A particularly relevant field of study is the world of the New Testament and early Church history. One Irish university has launched a special course on the issues raised by DVC. But how can all this be applied at the popular level?


The challenge posed by the post-modern world is being taken up for example in the Youth Ministry Studies Programme run by Michael Kelleher. Programmes like this help people to stand back from the culture in which they are immersed, and to analyse it in the light of the gospel. Cornerstone Media in the US examines pop lyrics - each year highlighting a ‘dirty dozen’ songs in terms of their physical or sexual violence. They also produce a CD of the 21 best value songs with a health warning: “explicit positive lyrics”. 

Meditation has an important role. There are many Christian forms, including traditional Carmelite and Ignatian contemplation, lectio divina and Eucharistic adoration as well as newer approaches which harness eastern techniques to Christian content. The latter include the exercises of Anthony de Mello and centring prayer as taught by Thomas Keating and Basil Pennington. John Main’s method is practised by thousands of Irish people. Staying faithfully with a single prayer word for 20 – 30 minutes has the effect of withdrawing one from the rush of noise and images that is so much part of life today. Whichever form of meditation we use, practised faithfully it can take us beyond sensations, feelings, images and concepts – and beyond all fiction - to stillness and to openness to God.
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