
Cardinal Legrand goes for a drive 

 

Chester Legrand put on non-ecclesiastical clothing and set off in his car. He just had to 

get away from Rome for a while. His new job had been easy enough until that damn book 

appeared. What was the title? A Reluctant Messiah? The Reluctant Messiah? No, he recalled, 

it had no article, just Reluctant Messiah. 

It was a long, nerve-tingling drive before he escaped from the city. Driving in Rome 

might be an interesting way of dicing with death, but lately he had had enough hassles, 

especially with that book. 

At last there was not very much traffic, and Chester switched on the radio. Ah, a 

beautiful piece of Vivaldi and, for a change, not The Four Seasons. A road sign told him he 

was approaching Palestrina. He tried to recall its name in the days of Ancient Rome, but 

could not. As soon as he stopped trying, the name came of itself: Praeneste. He had an 

abiding interest in names of people and places, and in language in general. His own name 

was a historical curiosity. An American whose ancestors were all from Africa bore a typical 

Anglo-Norman name. Some bastard of a whip-wielding plantation owner had doubtless 

bestowed it on his slaves.  

Incidentally, he mused, English names and words were spreading across the globe at 

an unprecedented rate. Even in the upper echelons of the Catholic Church, French cardinals, 

who were once accustomed to thinking they owned the last bastion of French linguistic 

imperialism, were now falling over themselves to mispronounce English. How things had 

changed! Once English speakers had accused the French, quite correctly, of linguistic 

arrogance. Now the arrogance of English speakers was probably unique in history. Damn it, 

why had that book appeared in English instead of Lithuanian or Hungarian or Slovak? Now 

it was sure to be translated into every possible language in a matter of months. 

While Vivaldi was about to reach a deliciously gentle climax, Chester recalled a 

snippet from yesterday’s TV report on His Holiness’s visit to Africa, where he had told those 

AIDS-ravaged people they must not use condoms. Just about every literate cleric in Rome 

had cringed at the exquisite inappropriateness, but then again, His Holiness had shown 

several times he was very good at saying the wrong thing. However, that was not the detail 

that stuck in Chester’s memory. He saw again the photo of a huge gang of cardinals and 

bishops with black faces who had welcomed Benedict. Chester knew he was a token black 

cardinal in his own country, and that was a spin-off of Obama’s election. CNN had said he 



was a distinguished professor of moral theology and church history, a monsignor, catapulted 

from an obscure seminary post to the highest rank and shipped off to Rome. 

Of course, he really had little power behind the façade of the red hat. His predecessor 

as head of the Office of Holy Doctrine, that charming chubby little Englishman Cardinal 

Langley, had described the institution as Breeze in the Willows. There was something of that 

revered old book about it: quaint, rather old-fashioned, gentlemanly. Most of the time he was 

dealing with well-mannered leftwing Catholic intellectuals politely suggesting it was time the 

Pope woke up and blessed the pill, or condoms, or women priests, or renounced the patently 

absurd pretense to infallibility or some egregious teaching on the role of the Blessed Virgin. 

It was easy enough to formulate a similarly polite reply, even hinting at a certain agreement 

with the questioner, but hedged by words like tradition, precedent, or strictly confined to 

matters of faith and morals.  

Things had been going smoothly – until that damn book appeared. Langley’s gentle 

breeze had turned into a crazy tornado that kept on coming back from any direction at all. 

One desperate questioner said it all: The whole structure of 2,000 years is collapsing – what 

is the Church doing about it? 

Vivaldi had been replaced by jazz. No, not my taste, thought Chester Legrand. They 

keep telling me jazz is Black America’s gift to the world, but I just don’t like it except for 

dancing. And when did I last dance? He switched to the BBC. The Beeb is so much more 

interesting than radio back in the States. Why? Perhaps because it’s not run by commercial 

interests, at least not openly? 

The BBC announcer summed up the main items of the news broadcast. Every item was 

gloomy. Global warming much faster than even the worst predictions of five years ago. A 

new war and starvation in Africa. A new major Wall Street scandal. The English cricket team 

beaten by Kenya, for God’s sake. Cold and fog over the British Isles for the next week.  

Hm, could things get any grimmer?  Suddenly Chester’s ears pricked. What? Even the 

Beeb was going to persecute him with a panel discussion of Reluctant Messiah? He was 

about to change the station when the idea came to him to record the program and go through 

it later. After all, it was a major part of his job over the last weeks to answer anguished 

questions about that book, and he knew next to nothing about it, had refused to know about it, 

had hoped it would fade away. He slid a cassette into the slot and pressed record. 

As Cardinal Legrand’s car was heading north-east, the panel director, Geoffrey 

Smiley, was introducing the participants. There was Bishop Southerby, a distinguished 

Anglican historian. Next was William Herbert, the ex-priest and expert on some aspects of 



the Catholic Church. Damn him, thought Chester, he’s a clever man who just loves to 

embarrass us! There was also Ezekiel Manning, an American televangelist, who did not 

object to being called a fundamentalist because “the Bible, the Word of the Lord, is our 

fundament, our foundation.” Curiously enough, there was also Rabbi Löwengrab, a historian 

known for his attempts to build bridges between Christians and Jews. Last but not least, there 

was Donald Widebones, the translator into English of  Reluctant Messiah. 

Geoffrey Smiley began by saying that before he invited the panelists to speak he would 

sum up the background to the controversial book. He added that as far as he knew, all 

experts were agreed on the following: that the author, Claudius Aurelius Maro, was for a 

time an officer of the Roman army of occupation in Palestine, presumably in the years 42 to 

44 AD. Aurelius could not be traced in any historical record, but his father Marcus Fulvius 

Maro was a well-known philosopher in Rome at that time. The document was written in 

Greek, which was then used by most educated Romans, especially in dealing with the East. 

Greek specialists consulted at three different universities in three different countries 

regarded Aurelius’s style of writing as consistent with first century usage. Examination of the 

paper and ink indicated that the extant copy was made in the twelfth century in 

Constantinople; that the text was presumably among those rescued by Greek scholars 

escaping from the Muslim conquest of Constantinople in 1453. The text, presumably already 

in its protective cylinder, had been taken to Rome and, for reasons now difficult to establish, 

buried under the Church of Santa Anna in Rome and unearthed only in 2006, when 

excavators demolished the decrepit old church to build a skyscraper.  

Geoffrey Smiley asked the panelists if they agreed with his summary. All did, except 

televangelist Ezekiel Manning, who roared that he would have his say on the matter later, 

when “the other gentlemen have finished wasting their words on the subject.” 

“Mr. Herbert, I turn to you first as the only non-ecclesiastic on the panel. What do you 

think is the significance of the extraordinary interest generated by Reluctant Messiah?” 

“Thank you, Mr. Smiley. This book really is unique. You see, ever since German 

scholars started nearly two centuries ago to examine and pull apart the collection of true 

stories and fables known as the New Testament …” 

“Do not blaspheme, sir!” warned Ezekiel Manning, and the walls shook. 

“Please, Mr. Manning, let him finish,” begged Geoffrey Smiley. 

“Finish? I haven’t started! Well, as I was about to say, since the middle of the 

nineteenth century honest scholars have known that what has become known as church 

tradition is a confused bundle of distorted historical events, theological musings, and nice 



bits about loving your neighbour, as well as advice to slaves to obey their masters, and to 

women to be obedient to their husbands.” 

Ezekiel Manning made rumbling noises, but checked himself.  

“Have you finished now, Mr. Herbert?” 

“Gosh no! I’ll have to cut it rather short. You see, what we have served up as Christian 

doctrine is largely the work of the man known as St. Paul. He must have been a powerful, 

charismatic figure, who put his stamp on the Church as no other has done.” 

“Excuse me,” broke in Bishop Southerby, “are you saying it was St. Paul rather than 

Jesus who …?” 

“Exactly, Bishop. St. Paul grafted a largely Greek theological structure on to the life of 

a Jew, who would have been puzzled by what Paul did.” 

Ezekiel Manning could barely remain seated, but he was trying to be polite in BBC 

style. On the pulpit he usually ran the program without interference from anybody.  

Rabbi Löwengrab saw his chance to add something. “I’m inclined to agree with Mr. 

Herbert. We Jews find the theology of Christianity, that is to say, the system propagated by 

Paul, if we can believe Mr. Herbert, foreign to our own tradition. Yes, we had the concept of 

the Messiah, but not that sort of Messiah!” 

Geoffrey Smiley said, “Gentlemen, I think we are losing the thread. Mr. Herbert, can 

you briefly say how that relates to Reluctant Messiah?” 

“Simply put: we would love to know who the real Jesus was and what he thought and 

did, before Paul dressed him in foreign garb. Claudius Aurelius Maro was on the scene, he 

interviewed many contemporaries of Jesus before the ideas of Paul twisted the facts. This is 

so far our only account of the life of Jesus before Paul.” 

“Now now, Mr. Herbert,” objected Bishop Southerby. “That is idle speculation. Paul 

was the first writer on Jesus …” 

“The first till now, Bishop!” interjected William Herbert. “Aurelius is a far more 

reliable source than Paul. You’re a historian. You must admit that Paul was not the slightest 

bit interested in the real life of Jesus. He was writing in the 50’s AD and could have 

interviewed people the way Aurelius had done before him, but his writings contain not one 

biographical detail!”  

Ezekiel Manning had played along with this dreadful show too long. He had to make 

people see the truth. “Let me make a short statement, Mr. Smiley!” 

Everyone listened. Manning’s statements were rarely short. It would be interesting to 

hear him try to confine himself to the courteous conventions of the Beeb. 



“In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – and still today – Satan has been trying to 

drag souls down to Hell by means of the heinous doctrine of Evolution. He’s retreating from 

that position, and today almost nobody in the US of A believes in Evo-damned-lution. So 

Satan has been casting about for a new devilish trap. Now he’s trying to use pseudo-history. 

That is the meaning of that diabolical book!” 

Well, it was short, if frightfully loud, and Ezekiel Manning was clearly ready to leave 

the studio. He had said all that was necessary. 

Bishop Southerby felt he had to change direction. “I’m not too sure that you gentlemen 

have actually read Reluctant Messiah. I admit I had to struggle with it. The translation seems 

to me anachronistic in the sense that a man writing in Ancient Greek could not have known 

much of our modern jargon – and yet, there it is, in the book, in the language of the twenty-

first century.” 

Geoffrey Smiley turned to the translator Donald Widebones, who seemed rather bored 

by the doctrinal discussion, but was noted for his firm views on translation. Without waiting 

for an introduction, Mr. Widebones challenged the Bishop, “Name any words that are, as you 

assert, anachronistic.” 

“Well …” the Bishop had not expected that. “Ah, off the cuff, there are words like 

‘biological miracles’ … and ‘hysteria’ and … ah … ‘psychology’. A man like Aurelius – 

assuming he wrote the text – would not have had such words at his disposal.” 

“Ha, your Honour or your Excellency, or whatever you are called, you know very little 

about translation! A man of our time must speak to people of our time, in the language of our 

time. He must also understand the thoughts of the original authors – the thoughts, your 

Worship, not just the words. I am absolutely convinced that when Aurelius wrote 

τεθαυματουργημενα σωματος  -- marvels of the body – he was expressing just what we mean 

when we say ‘biological miracles’. When he wrote φρενισμος, that is, frenzy, delirium, he 

was saying exactly what we mean by ‘hysteria’. His expression φρενες  -- mental character – 

is the same as our ‘psychology’.” 

Geoffrey Smiley had to interrupt, “Thank you for that, Mr. Widebones. I’m sure you 

know your Ancient Greek, but not many of our listeners do!” 

“Ah, Mr. Smiley, that is one of the troubles of the modern world. So many experts, so-

called, who know nothing our our ancient heritage. And is it not remarkable that all of those 

modern words the man in the bishop’s robes objected to are from Greek? Oh yes, one or two 

are from Latin, but the contribution of Latin is very meagre compared with that of Greek.” 



“Well, Mr. Widebones, thank you very much for your contribution. Now, if the Rabbi 

…” 

“Mr. Smiley,” Mr. Widebones continued, “you did not let me finish. You see, we live in 

this age and must use the linguistic treasures won for us by so many generations. So I do not 

apologise one little bit for using so-called modern words in translating an ancient text!” 

Geoffrey Smiley let just enough time pass for his irony to become obvious. “Is that all, 

Mr. Widebones? It’s good we know your point of view.  

“Now, gentlemen, we’ll have to finish soon, but I would like all of you to make a few 

final comments. Just before that, though, a point raised by the bishop: how many of you have 

actually read Reluctant Messiah?” 

“I struggled, but finished it,” said Bishop Southerby. 

“I read every word with pleasure,” said William Herbert. “I found it a beautiful, even 

a loving portrait of its subject, with no theological waffle but a genuine effort at 

understanding. If Aurelius is reliable, the Pauline church, the one we have, is dead.” 

“I have flicked through the opening pages. I admit I have still to do my homework,” 

grinned the Rabbi. “But I’m looking forward to a few interesting evenings with Aurelius.” 

Smiley must have nodded in the direction of Ezekiel Manning. “As for me,” came the 

stentorian voice, “I do not need to wallow in filth to know it is filth!”   

“Are you asking me if I’ve read it?” said Donald Widebones, the translator, and for a 

change his expression was one of almost-amusement. 

Just then Chester Legrand realised he had concentrated so much on the broadcast that 

he had not paid enough attention to the traffic. He had reached a new town, and was stopped 

at a green light on a narrow road. A line of drivers behind him were blaring their horns and 

saying uncomplimentary things. One yell sounded like cornuto. He had learned enough 

Italian to understand he must get a move on. By the time he had let the line of impatient 

drivers overtake him, the BBC had gone on to another program. 

But Cardinal Legrand felt obliged to read the book which, if he could believe the 

Cassandras, foretold the downfall of the Church. 

That evening he drove back to the Holy City. En route he made a detour to buy 

Reluctant Messiah. That night he started reading.  He did not finish until well into the next 

day, but he had read without a pause. 

 


