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Seventh-day Adventist scholars, pastors and church members are readying

a variety of responses to The Da Vinci Code, the blockbuster motion

picture that has captured an enormous share of media attention.

The movie version of author Dan Brown's 40-million-copy bestseller,

with Tom Hanks in a leading role, is due to open in theatres worldwide

on May 19.

While the central themes of the book--that Jesus married Mary of

Magdala, had children and that His physical bloodline continued in

France-- are fictitious, the ideas raised by the book have prompted a

worldwide discussion, one which Adventists need to be aware of and

capitalize on as a witnessing opportunity, one evangelist says.

"The Da Vinci Code is a suspense-filled, spine tingling read that

blends fiction with fiction," says Mark A. Finley, a general vice

president of the Adventist world church and head of the Center for

Global Evangelism. "Although author Dan Brown claims it is 'historical

fiction,' there is very little solid history in it." 

However, he adds, "the novel and movie provide Christians everywhere an

opportunity to show the contrast between the eternal Word of God and

the living Christ and the superficiality of an imaginary story."

Finley notes that one of the book's more exotic claims-- that a secret

"Priory of Sion," or Zion, was founded 900 years ago and that

parchments housed at the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris reveal that

its membership included many leading figures of literature, art and

science, has been heartily disproved by two secular media outlets: CBS

News' 60 Minutes and the BBC.

"Brown claims Constantine formulated the New Testament canon with the

church in the fourth century," Finley adds. "The overwhelming

historical evidence is that the New Testament writings were considered

as authoritative by believers as early as the second century."

Finley also notes a claim by novelist Dan Brown that "the church voted

on the divinity of Christ at the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D., and that

it was a close vote. The truth is, it was a vote of 360 to 2, [so] it

was hardly close at all."

"The essence of Brown's argument is you can't have confidence in the

Bible, and Jesus is merely a good man," Finley says. "For Christians,

however, the Bible is divinely inspired and Jesus is the Son of God."

While the book presents an evangelistic opportunity for Adventists and

other Christians asked about the truth of the Code's claims, there also

a soupçon--to borrow a French cooking term--of postmodernism in the

book, declares Dr. Jon Paulien, New Testament department chairman at

the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary at Andrews University in

Berrien Springs, Michigan.

"Brown is probably a skilled polemicist, [and] he's put together a case

in fiction form," Paulien tells Adventist News Network in a telephone

interview. "The overall thing is that for the younger generation today,

science, religion and the Bible have been discredited as reliable

sources of truth. ... That leaves the younger generation searching for

bits of truth here and there, so they will fall for whatever interests

them."

Paulien says such disaffection leaves people open to suggestion,

however exaggerated those claims may seem to those grounded in

Scripture. He said Da Vinci may well appeal to those who were similarly

attracted to this historical fiction of Oliver Stone's JFK, a 1991

drama which gave credence to a discredited theory that the

assassination of American President John F. Kennedy in 1963 was the

result of a conspiracy.

"I think people are looking for some sort of center in life," Paulien

notes. Many "are trying to find a place to put their life together.

There's a strong sense of life being broken, and almost hopeless,

certainly depressing. ... Anybody that comes along with a confident

story will attract some."

In Australia, Adventists are readying a series of television programs

on DVD, and a book, to counter the movie's claims.

According to Pastor Grenville Kent, co-author of  The Da Vinci Decode

book, his motivation for writing the book was an overheard

conversation. "One day on the street I heard one [city employee] say to

another, 'Are you still a Christian? Haven't you read The Da Vinci

Code?' That motivated me.

"I know of young Adventists who've stopped coming to church after

reading it," he comments. "A girl from my church had a university

friend tell her to read The Da Vinci Code and she'd 'get over her silly

Christian faith.' And [co-author Dr. Philip Rodionoff] has taken

seminars on this, and had Christians ask worriedly whether the book's

claims are true."

Pastor Geoff Youlden, presenter of The Code video series, concurs: "The

Da Vinci Code may be a work of fiction but it potentially changed the

way millions of people perceive the Bible and Jesus Christ. It has also

brought religious discussion back into everyday conversation and people

are interested in knowing the truth about the characters they have read

about."

Both resources focus on the central claims of Dan Brown's novel: the

divinity and history of Jesus, the origins of the Bible and the status

of women in Christian belief.

The Code production crew, with presenters Leah McLeod and Geoff

Youlden, visited key sites from The Da Vinci Code story. 

"We also visited the locations of the Gnostic gospels in Egypt, and the

Dead Sea Scrolls in Israel," says Adventist Media's series producer

Behren Schulz. "And we interviewed historians, archaeologists,

professors, scientists and Bible scholars.

"The series mixes documentary with drama," he explains. "Woven into

each of the five episodes is the story of a young woman on a quest to

discover the truth about her own mysterious origins, demonstrating

humanity's insatiable desire 'to know.'"

"It's not time to hide our heads in our hymnbooks and ignore it,"

explains Kent. "It's time to do a 1 Peter 3:15--to 'give a reason for

the faith' that is in us, 'with gentleness and respect.' I feel good

that God is turning a potential attack on Christianity into a chance to

retell the story of Jesus for a new generation.

"We don't slam the novel," he says. "We use it as an opportunity to

affirm the positives of Jesus: that He was real, witnessed by

independent historians, predicted (with superhuman accuracy) by

prophecy, and that His teachings (in the original form) are amazing."

Kent says working with the material of his book has been faith

affirming for him personally. "Looking closely again at the story of

Jesus, I was impressed by how tight and logical the evidence is, and

inspired and humbled and encouraged by what an attractive personality

He is," he reflects. "I felt like a jeweler who gets to work with

diamonds."

The actual impact of Brown's novel on people's spiritual lives is

difficult to assess. One group that did, American research firm The

Barna Group in Ventura, California, noted that some 45 million

Americans claim to have read the book: Among the adults who have read

the entire book, one out of every four (24 percent) said the book was

either "extremely," "very," or "somewhat" helpful in relation to their

"personal spiritual growth or understanding." That translates to about

11 million adults who consider The Da Vinci Code  to have been a

helpful spiritual document.

To place that figure in context, the Barna study revealed that another

recently published popular novel about Jesus Christ--Christ the Lord:

Out of Egypt, written by Anne Rice--was deemed to be spiritually

helpful by 72 percent of its readers--three times the proportion who

lauded Dan Brown's book, the group said in a statement.

-- South Pacific Adventist Record editor-in-chief Nathan Brown reported

on that region's response to the novel and film.
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Some 2,500 young people joined in a mega Sabbath worship program at

Montemorelos University Church in Mexico via the Internet. And many

more viewed the program as it was broadcast live on Adventist

Television Networks' Esperanza TV and Nuevo Tiempo, as well as

A.D.venir Network. At the church alone there were 2,000 gathered. 

The May 6 event, coined by organizers as "Mega Youth Sabbath," focused

on instilling in the young people of Inter-America a stronger

commitment to the mission of the church and their communities.

The five-hour program featured appeals, prayers, musical numbers, a

drama performance all presented by students of the university and a

baptism.  Speakers encouraged young Adventists to become actively

involved in church life.

"Do something," urged Pastor Jan Paulsen, president of the global

Seventh-day Adventist Church. "I want you who are young to be involved

in the life of the church, become involved, do not become an observer

in the church. Come in." 

Pastor Paulsen reminded young people that, just like them, the

Christian movement has always been led by youth from the time of

Christ's disciples until the early pioneers in the church. Pastor

Paulsen also challenged the young assembly to try a closer walk with

Jesus.

"Please make Jesus Christ part of your plans for the future," he said.

"If you want to have a future, a good future, He must be a partner in

your life."

The event was the brainchild of Pastor Bernardo Rodriguez, youth

ministries director for the church in Inter-America. He thanked church

leaders throughout the territory that embraced the idea of the first

Mega Youth Sabbath. The program is part of a larger strategic plan of

the Youth Ministries department to use technology to empower the young

people of Inter-America.

"Our vision is for a happy youth sure of their salvation in Christ

Jesus," said Pastor Rodriguez. "We hope that during this quinquennium

we can enter into a permanent service to the community, and we hope

that each Adventist young person can be a follower of Christ through

service."

The afternoon program included live interviews with Adventist leaders

who answered questions about the initiatives, incentives, and resources

available for young people throughout Inter-America during the coming

years.

During an interview with Pastor Israel Leito, president for the church

in Inter-America, he said the key to youth being involved in the

mission of the church is to lead a Christian life.

 "We should remember that the life of a Christian is the most important

part," he said. "It is the most important element that we have at hand

to share with the world, the way that we live and the youth that live

the life of Christ in their university, at work, in the train, bus,

just living that life, giving testimony is an essential element to

[going] forward."

 "Young people should not feel that they do not have anything to

contribute," Pastor Leito continued. "The church is open so they can

contribute with what they have for the advancement of the mission of

the church." 

 "Our young people are obsessed with sports, technology and other

things," said Pastor Rodriguez, "so we have come up with the five-year

theme of Obsessed with Jesus: Experience Him and Share Him."

Part of the Obsessed with Jesus theme is to involve as many of the more

than 1.5 million young Adventists of Inter-America in evangelistic

efforts. The goal is for each to bring at least one person to know

Jesus.

The live event included a live Internet chat room with dozens of users

who also sent in their comments and questions. The program was viewed

in more than 20 countries.

Pastor Rodriguez says a second Mega Youth Sabbath is planned for next

year during the Inter-America Youth Congress to be held in Medellin,

Colombia. The event promises to gather 5,000 youth leaders from the

territory for training programs and community service activities

throughout the city.
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"People need accurate, timely and unbiased information, especially on

religious issues," Yaw Boadu-Ayeboafoh, editor of Ghana's "Daily

Graphic" newspaper, told delegates at the recent All-Africa Conference

on Religious Liberty. "People rely on the media to explain issues,

policies and programs aimed at moving nations forward."

In a speech entitled "The Role of the Media in Promoting Religious

Liberty," Boadu-Ayeboafoh emphasized the public service nature of

media, and the responsibilities that go along with such a service.

"The great Indian patriarch Mahatma Gandhi has noted that the media are

capable of good and evil and it is imperative that journalists exercise

caution in the discharge of their responsibilities if they are to

contribute meaningfully to religious liberty," he said.

"In Ghana, journalists and all others are enjoined to work

conscientiously in our lawfully chosen professions against the

background that we must work to uphold religious pluralism,"

Boadu-Ayeboafoh added. "That means that we have to relate fairly to all

established religious groups without pandering to the interest of any.

Adherents must be well-informed since an ill-informed congregation

cannot hold their leaders accountable to their mandate when there is

any perversion of the faith."

He noted, "It is particularly in the area of ensuring a balance between

religious freedom and free expression that sometimes the Ghanaian media

have been challenged."

While Ghana has been spared the travails of the Nigerian media, where a

write-up of a fashion show evoked criticism for a journalist's

suggestion that the prophet Mohammed could have picked one of the

contestants for a bribe, or of Denmark and other places where

caricatures of Mohammed were published, resulting in riots and deaths,

Boadu-Ayeboafoh noted that some reporting on Christian topics has

inflamed local passions.

"In two incidents, one in Accra and the other in Kumasi, two guests of

some radio stations who made statements that some Christians,

considered apostate, were nearly beaten up and had to be sneaked from

the studios to safety. One of the perverts claimed that he was Jesus

Christ," he said.

At the same time, Boadu-Ayeboafoh said, some Christians have tested the

limits of free expression: "On a daily basis, however, Christians taunt

idol worshippers and mention the names of their gods in vain," he said.

The editor also noted that under Ghana's constitution, it's possible

for religious ideals and public policy to come into conflict.

"There are also some religious bodies whose beliefs run counter to

provisions of our constitution on the welfare of children, including

blood transfusion. [Ghanaian law] states that 'No child shall be

deprived by any other person of medical treatment, education or any

other social or economic benefit by reason only of religious or other

beliefs. Children under Ghanaian law are those below eighteen years,'"

Boadu-Ayeboafoh mentioned.

"Thus, in our attempt to reconcile freedom of expression and religious

liberties, we have to exercise caution in situations when some

religious adherents refuse or deny their children, medical treatment,

including immunization due to religious faith."

He added, "Faced with such issues that could be subjective, the media

must seek to provide the public with information that will enable the

people to make intelligent meaning and choices of the religious faith

they want to practice."

The mission of the media is not to take the role of a preacher or a

politician, Boadu-Ayeboafoh said, but rather to report accurately and

with insight.

"We must let our people have a belief in human dignity and the essence

of religious pluralism and liberty in reason rather than in force and

guarantee the use of the media to support and promote open and

religious liberty," he said. "As our contribution to quality religious

relationship[s], journalists have to be honest, fair and courageous in

gathering, reporting and interpreting information by always seeking the

truth."

Boadu-Ayeboafoh said his newspaper did not shrink from covering

difficult issues.

"We were not exercised when after a publication of a story on an

American Catholic priest who died of AIDS, a delegation led by the

Apostolic Pro-Nuncio came to our offices to curse us, neither were we

disturbed when the Presbyterian Church lashed at us for publishing a

story of a priest of the church who raped a sick woman on her hospital

bed," the editor noted. "Nor were we dismayed when the Methodist Church

sent us a contemptuous letter over an injection case involving the

Synod Secretary. So also were we not discouraged when the Anglican

Church sent us an emissary to dissuade us from publishing the story of

the Anglican Bishop in the US who admitted [to] being a homosexual."

Journalists must publish one thing only, Boadu-Ayeboafoh said, and that

is the truth.

He concluded by quoting Adam Michnik, the noted Polish dissident and

founding editor of the Gazeta Wyborcza ("Electoral Gazette") newspaper,

who said, "The only limitation to our freedom is the truth. We are

allowed to publish everything we write, but we are forbidden to lie. A

journalist's lie is not only a sin against the principles of our

profession; it is also a blasphemy against our God. A lie always leads

to enslavement. Only the truth has liberating power."
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Two Oakwood College Students Die in Car Crash ... Two students at

Oakwood College in Huntsville, Alabama were killed in a car crash on

Friday, May 6.
Chasity McNeil, 20, an information technology major

from San Antonio, Texas; and Samantha Chamorro 19, a history major from

Lawton, Oklahoma were both juniors in college.
According to a

statement issued by the college, McNeil was driving south on a highway

near Tuscaloosa in Alabama, when she lost control of her vehicle and

spun into oncoming northbound traffic. An 18-wheeler truck crashed into

the passenger side of the vehicle, instantly killing both students. A

student-led prayer service was held May 5. An additional service was

held in a campus residence hall chapel on Saturday, May 6.  Samantha

Chamorro's family returned to New Orleans, their place of residence

prior to Hurricane Katrina, for memorial services that took place

Friday, May 12 and Saturday, May 13.  Services for Chasity McNeil were

held in San Antonio, Texas on Thursday, May 11 and Friday, May 12.

Serbia: Flood Survivors Receive Emergency Aid ... The 2,100 families in

parts of Serbia that have been driven from their homes because of heavy

flooding in March and April are receiving emergency management supplies

from Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA) International.   

Supplies include food parcels, hygiene parcels, and rubber boots. The

families come from the affected municipalities of Zrenjanin, Beocin,

Secanj, Golubac, Smederevo, Belgrade, Titel, and Trstneik. The

intervention will secure the hygiene needs of beneficiaries and provide

food for needy families for one month. 

Guinea Bissau: Displaced Families Receive Urgently Needed Aid ... Since

the signing of the peace agreement between the Government of Senegal

and the Senegalese secessionist group-- the Movement for the Democratic

Forces of Casamance (MFDC)--in December of 2004, power struggles in the

MFDC have led to fragmentation of the organization, resulting in

increased tension, insecurity, and armed conflict in the Senegal-Guinea

Bissau border region. Thousands of people have sought refuge in the

cities of Cacheu, Bula, Ingoré, and Bissau, Guinea Bissau's capital

city. Many arrived in the cities empty handed, seeking shelter in the

homes of relatives. The Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA)

International has coordinated and managed relief activities for more

than 1,500 persons in Cacheu. ADRA also distributed non-food items to

350 families, including household items and construction materials for

much needed toilets. Many volunteers continued the work, even after the

completion of the project on April 30, to distribute essential

emergency items for refugees.

Colombia: Adventist Pastor Injured in Accident ... Pastor Abraham

Guerrero was returning home on his motorcycle after a baptismal

ceremony on April 15 when he collided with a truck in a near fatal

accident. Guerrero, director for the Seventh-day Adventist church in

Colombia's Sabanas Zone, suffered a spinal fracture and injuries to his

hand and head. Guerrero underwent successful surgery at the local

Hospital Neurológico de Cartagena and is now recovering. 

Qatar: Adventists Seeks to Establish Church  ... A delegation from the

Seventh-day Adventist Church in the Middle East met with four Islamic

studies professors at Qatar University in Doha on May 7. The church is

seeking official registration in the area. Pastor Tibor Szilvasi,

leader of the Adventist Church in the Northern Gulf Region, said: "I

sensed a great deal of interest as we discussed the various spiritual

principles which guide our respective religious convictions. There was

a genuine sense of brotherhood as we spoke about the urgent need for

interfaith dialogue for greater mutual understanding."

Ethiopia: Film Chronicling Adventist Hospital Wins at Film Festival ...

Beating out 250 other short films, Footsteps of the Unknown, an

Adventist Health International and Loma Linda University film, took

home the Audience Award for Best Short Film at the Newport Beach Film

Festival in California, United States. The film also topped a 2005

Academy Award winner. Footsteps of the Unknown is a short documentary

on the stories surrounding Gimbie Adventist Hospital in Ethiopia. The

film focuses on American couple Chandra and Charlie Baier who went to

Gimbie right after their honeymoon to help run the hospital for three

months.  Gimbie is a place where children are often orphaned or

abandoned, a place where people strive to live through desperate

situations. But despite difficult conditions, they aspire to live life

to its fullest. Volunteers at Gimbie Adventist Hospital, including the

Baiers who have been there for three years, support the locals'

ambitious nature.
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