
 There’s a story about two Cardinals of the Church having a discussion during the 

Napoleonic Era.  One of them mentions to the other, “Napoleon says he’s going to destroy the 

Church,” to which the other replies, “Impossible!  We haven’t done it.” 

 Whether the story is accurate or not, it captures one of the dangers to discipleship in 

every age: the temptation in the Church and among we faithful to get so caught up in 

secondary or tertiary aspects of faith — or even utter irrelevancies — that we forget what it is 

that we’re really supposed to be about.   

 The story of the two Cardinals came to mind after reading an op-ed piece in the “Faith 

and Values” column of Sunday’s Tennessean by The Rev. Dr. Clay Stauffer, a Protestant 

Minister and adjunct professor at Vanderbilt.1  Rev. Stauffer draws in part from a book by 

Ruben Shelly, another minister, entitled “I Knew Jesus Before He Was A Christian, And I Liked 

Him Better Then.”  I haven’t read the book, so I can’t comment on it except to say that its title 

is hard to beat and is itself a nice encapsulation of largely why the authors (and me) suspect 

that the pews of Christian churches are gradually — and maybe not so gradually — emptying.  

Here’s Rev. Stauffer’s main point: 

… [W]hen we institutionalized Jesus around the time of Constantine, we watered 
down core parts of his message, and we started to become more concerned 
with maintenance, doctrine, beliefs, power, and blending Jesus with the culture.  
What we now have in our culture is a lot of people who really don’t know what 
Jesus was all about because the church [referring to the Christian community 
generally] has misrepresented him for so long … We have tried to put Jesus in a 
box to fit our own agendas.  In some ways, we have even put words into his 
mouth.2 

 
 What’s gotten lost in the ensuing shuffle, Rev. Stauffer points out (quite correctly, in my 

view), is this: 

Jesus was asked by a scribe, ‘Which commandment is the greatest?’  And Jesus 
responded, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 
soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.  And the second 
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commandment is like it.  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.  There is no 
other commandment greater than these.’3 

 
 “That’s it!”, Rev. Stauffer exclaims.  “That’s what the Christian life should be about.  It is 

very straightforward.”4  He goes on to say: 

For Jesus, we should focus on having a relationship with God and a relationship 
with others.  And it should happen in that order.  So before we get too wrapped 
up with doctrine, biblical literalism, worship styles, social issues, culture wars, 
partisan politics, and church shopping, we should ask ourselves, ‘How are we 
doing when it comes to following these two central commandments?’  That will 
tell us a lot about our life and our faith.5 
 

 Rev. Stauffer is in good company.  Pope Francis has made many of these same points 

repeatedly. 

 But for as lamentable as the oft-distracted state of the Christian community can be, at 

least it isn’t a new problem.  In noting the full-throated support of many white Christians for 

apartheid in South Africa, Mahatma Gandhi once commented that, “I like your Christ; I do not 

like your Christians.  Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”6  Our declining numbers might 

suggest to us that Gandhi wasn’t alone in this sentiment in his era, and goodly numbers of 

people share it in ours. 

 The Catholic Church, in particular, has known all this for a long time.  In no small 

measure, the imperative that motivated the Second Vatican Council was the spirit of 

ressourcement, a French word that means “returning to the source.”  Fr. Robert Imbelli, an 

observer at Vatican II, described ressourcement this way. 

Vatican II’s ressourcement sought to know Christ in a new way: to re-discover 
the Person of Jesus Christ — not only through propositions about him, but by 
inviting and fostering a personal encounter with him.  An encounter that leads 
not merely to an assent of the mind, but a consent of the heart, and, hence, to 
transformation of life.  And it sought to bring that renewed sense of Christ’s 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Quoted in Frank Raj, “Gandhi glimpsed Christ, rejecting Christianity as a false religion,” The Washington Times, 3/28/11, 
washingtontimes.com, https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2014/dec/31/gandhi-glimpsed-christ-rejecting-christianity-fals/. 



  3 

 

reality and primacy into all facets of the Church’s life and its relation to the 
world.7 
 

 In every year and time, the season of Lent is also a time for ressourcement, of returning 

to the source, a time to rediscover “the Person of Jesus Christ.”  To do so means we may have 

to give up a few things, both as individuals and as a Church — and not just for Lent, but for 

good.  Anything that distracts us from ensuring that people encounter the love and mercy of 

Christ when they encounter the Church and its disciples — and we’re called to be “disciples,” 

not just “members” — should probably be laid aside, and soon.   

 Who knows?  If we’re less distracted by the baubles of the faith, we might become 

more attentive to the heart of faith: keeping our eyes, our ears, and our hearts open to 

discerning the often-subtle movement of the Holy Spirit in trying to lead us where He wants us 

to be.  If we were less tempted to invite the political and culture wars into the Church, we might 

be better able to extend the peace of Christ out into a world that so desperately needs it. 

 It’s worth a try.  After all, we don’t want to be the ones who succeed where the 

Cardinals failed. 
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