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University of Florida professor Robert Westin has studied the art archives in the basement of the Vatican. "The Da Vinci Code" author Dan Brown consulted with Westin for another of his books, "Angels and Demons." (MICHAEL C. WEIMAR/The Gainesville Sun)




"The Da Vinci Code" opens in movie theaters today to the tune of hunger strikes, boycotts and church forums all over the world, contesting the claims of the controversial thriller that tackles many Christians' fundamental beliefs.

Many religious and education leaders hope the film, based on Dan Brown's best-selling historical novel, will revive public interest in the true history they say it so blatantly jumbles.

Some local ministers are going on the offensive against the story's claims that Jesus was not God; that he was married; and that the Catholic church has been hiding texts that belong in the Bible. The Rev. Denny Heiberg of Grace at Fort Clarke, a United Methodist Church, just wrapped up a four-week series of sermons aimed to dispel the book's theories. The Rev. John Phillips of Holy Faith Catholic Church dedicated his "pastor's column" to the topic in a church newsletter. And Windsor Baptist Church scheduled four conferences at the Holiday Inn to address public questions about the movie in the next two weeks.

"If the churches don't step up to the plate, and if you're not well-versed in church history and the Bible, it will leave a lot of questions in your mind," said Windsor Baptist's the Rev. Mike Redmond.

"I think it's blasphemy, and some people want to ring (the author's) neck, but at the same time, I think it's wonderful that everyone is talking about what the real Bible is and who Jesus is," he said.

Just as the dialogue about "The Da Vinci Code" begins, a Gainesville resident with perhaps the greatest insight into Brown's book will catch a quick viewing of the film tonight and then fly to Italy for the summer.

"I have this theory that (lead character) Robert Langdon is based on me, because I research the art archives at the Vatican," said Robert Westin, a University of Florida art history professor, quickly adding, "But of course, all that is in Dan Brown's books is fiction."

In truth, Westin served as an adviser to Brown for his 2000 novel, "Angels and Demons," which followed the same character, Langdon, into the bowels of the Vatican's secret art collection. Westin was one of the youngest researchers ever allowed to view them, and it required clearances similar to that of the CIA to get access. Even then, guards were on hand, and they had to get approval from the pope to remove a seal over the work Westin wanted to research.

Brown heard through word-of-mouth about Westin's work, so he e-mailed and then called him to hear more about it.

"He wanted to get the descriptions as close as possible (for the book)," Westin said. "I described where the archives are located and he kept saying, 'Oh, that's good. That's good,' and he'd write it down."

When "Angels and Demons" went into print, Westin found his name in the credits. But, ironically, Brown had misspelled it.

Little did either man know that three years later, when "The Da Vinci Code" became a best-seller, Westin would spend much of his time lecturing about the errors in the follow-up novel. The professor said it was a "fun read," but he was disappointed by the "overwhelming number of distortions of religious and art history facts."

He's appeared on television networks including Fox News, ABC and NBC and in numerous newspapers to speak about the book, which follows Langdon as he and a lady friend uncover hidden clues in Leonardo Da Vinci's artwork.

Westin's critique starts with the book's title. It should refer to "Leonardo's Code" rather than "Da Vinci's," because Da Vinci refers to where the artist is from, not his name. In another instance, the famous "Virgin of the Rocks" painting is mistakenly referred to as "Madonna of the Rocks." And a woman pulls a painting off a wall in Paris' Louvre art museum and threatens to put her knee through it. In reality, the painting is bolted to the wall and weighs more than 200 pounds.

In fact, Westin said, the whole premise of the book is flawed, because Leonardo Da Vinci, dubbed the leader of a secret Christian society in the book, wasn't even religious. He didn't attend church, Westin said, and he was denied a Christian burial.

Since the errors are so obvious, and since Brown's own wife is a art historian, Westin wonders if the mistakes were mistakes at all.

"Perhaps Brown is laughing all the way to the bank, or perhaps it's blind luck. I tell my students I give him an F for research, a C for writing ability, but an A+ for marketing," Westin said.

Gainesville's ministers would agree, at least, with the F for research.

"It's definitely fiction with just enough historical words that it will probably fool people who don't know better. The so-called historical expert in the book supposedly always speaks the truth, but he is very, very inaccurate," said the Rev. Lloyd Jones, pastor of North Central Baptist Church.

He said the excluded Bible texts the movie refers to aren't a secret - they're texts that were openly deemed unfit for the canon that is today's Bible. And the book dismisses the Bible's claim that Jesus died and rose again to life, proving he was God, though many people witnessed it and none of the texts contest it, Jones said.

While those who study the Bible know such history, an alarming number of people rarely read it at all, instead getting their information from flawed reports on television and in movies, said Holy Faith's Phillips.

He said the ministers' response to the film isn't a sign they're feeling "threatened" by it, but rather that it's prompting a much-needed discussion about the true history of the Bible and the Catholic church.

The Rev. Robert McDermott of Gainesville's St. Patrick Parish has read "The Da Vinci Code" and said it's not a problem if it's viewed as little more than "an exciting fictional account."

But he said the movie could be a problem for those who "don't have a good feel for church history, and that may be a lot of people." They may be offended, he speculated, or worse, it could jeopardize their faith.

But he also buys into the hope that parishioners will ask questions, dig into history and discover answers that will only strengthen their beliefs.

History buffs have similar hopes that their subject will be revived through the movie.

"Maybe Dan Brown's story will wake people up to an interest. Maybe they'll realize the answers they are looking for have been there all the time in history," said C. John Sommerville, a retired UF history professor who's written papers about the inaccuracies in the book.

Noting that most of the 20-some books tackling Brown's theories are written by religious authors rather than professors and scholars, Sommerville faults universities with not paying it enough attention.

"Dan Brown is teaching history to millions more people than they are," he said.

The retired professor, himself, never heard of the book until a student approached him with it and recommended it. When he read it, he said, "I was appalled because it was so untrue."

But the myths in Brown's story are nothing new - they were around long before the book came out, said Tom Rinkoski, the director of religious education in the St. Augustine Church and Catholic Student Center.

"I say it's the 'same old stuff.' It betrays a lack of understanding about what the church is," he said.

Like each of the religious leaders reached by The Sun, he expressed more eagerness to correct the film's theories than dread about its effect on public perceptions.

"I don't think it's going to put the nail in the coffin of the Catholic church," Rinkoski said. "We've been around for crises a lot bigger than 'The Da Vinci Code.' "
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