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ONE

“His Holiness will see you now.” Monsignor Conti announced to the seated man in the ornate hallway of the Apostolic Palace.

Bishop Joseph Paulson struggled to his feet and followed the Pope’s personal secretary into the next room. The monsignor walked slowly in consideration of the bishop’s slow gate, aided by his cane. One month ago he had his right hip replaced, the second one, so he was not quite up to speed yet.

The vast room had very high ceilings and was in itself a work of art. On two of the walls were painted brightly colored frescoes of biblical scenes. The ceilings were three-dimensional carvings in goldleaf of lions and lambs and other Christian symbols. This was one of the many rooms in the Apostolic Palace that the renaissance master Raphael had created. Even though he had experienced it before Bishop Paulson was still overwhelmed. The visual masterpiece was a feast for the eyes and even the air smelled sacred.

“Bishop Paulson!” The Pope greeted from across the room. “You appear to have three legs...why do you still move so slow?”

The bishop chuckled at his old friend and smiled. “Your Holiness...if I walked too fast you would be jealous of my speed and agility and ask me, ‘Why so fast Bishop? What’s your hurry?’ So I move slow for your benefit.”

Both men laughed heartily and as the Bishop tried to kneel and kiss Francis’ hand, the pontiff swiftly pulled him back up and gave him a giant bearhug.

“Stop that foolishness Joseph. You know better.”

The Pope kissed him on both cheeks warmly and pointed to the red velvet, high back chair next to his. “Sit, sit my friend and tell me how you are. The new hip is coming along I see.”

The Bishop plopped into the chair with an audible grunt.

“Yes the hip is doing well. It’s mending faster than the first one. Last week I needed the walker, next week...I may start jogging.”

The Pope grinned. “The day you jog amigo, I will do cartwheels in St. Peters.”

The two laughed loud and free, the sound echoed in the near empty room. They had first met in Rome in 1977, as room neighbors at the St. Regis Hotel. They were both young priest, the pope known then as Jorge Bergoglio was ten years senior to Joseph Paulson. Father Paulson was born and raised in Tempe, Arizona while Father Bergoglio haled from Buenos Aries, Argentina.

It was a sad but exciting time in the Catholic Church as Pope John Paul I, had passed away in his sleep after only one month in the chair of St. Peter. Both priest were unable to attend the ceremony surrounding his election, but now only a month later, both were able to make the journey for the conclave of the next pontiff. That month spent together in Rome and at the Vatican, sharing meals, tours, prayers and fellowship, proved to make a strong foundation for a lifetime friendship. It was only a few years later that they had become as close as brothers and often Jorge called Joseph his little brother.

He was his little brother both by virtue of the ten-year age gap and also in stature. Joseph was quite short, only five foot four inches tall. Although Jorge was a few inches shy of six feet, he still towered over his friend. And though he was small, no one ever seemed to notice his height due to his overwhelming charisma. Any person who met him felt a power and a special presence that they couldn’t describe.

Over the many years they visited each other in their home countries they met each other’s families, went on pilgrimage together in Lourdes, Fatima, Guadeloupe, Jerusalem and many other holy places. When Jorge became Francis he wanted to make Joseph a cardinal, but Bishop Paulson refused. 

“I have a beautiful head of luxurious hair and I won’t cover it up with a gawdy red cap.” This was his reply to the Pope when asked, but Francis knew through their many discussions that a cardinal’s lifelong duties don’t coincide with a bishop who wanted to retire at his first opportunity. That opportunity was now at hand.

After a few minutes of small talk about their families Pope Francis got to the point.

“Joseph, you sent me your official request to retire three months ago. And yet, you don’t qualify until you reach seventy-five. Your birthday is not for another six months...correct?”

“Yes...because I know you tend to move like a snail on these things.”

“Correct...I do. I am not anxious to let go of things I love Joseph. Do you understand?”

“Yes, your Holiness. But I also know if you have appointed a new bishop to take my place, which you have, and Bishop Roncalli is doing an excellent job, then you can release me sooner...before my birthday.” The Bishop explained tactfully.  

Francis nodded, “Oh yes Joe, I am the Pope, I’m aware I can do whatever I chose.”

The Bishop smiled. “Good, good...then...you can release me early?”

“I can...but I won’t.”

“George!” Bishop Paulson exclaimed. Whenever upset at his best friend he called him the English version of Jorge, George. “George...come now...it’s not the time for one of your pranks. I’m ready to relax...to retire...to ride off into the sunset in my golden years.”

His Holiness rose from the chair with difficulty and walked a few feet, pretending to admire a large painting on the wall. He rubbed his chin slowly then spoke with his back to the Bishop.

“Joe...I know you’re tired, I know you want to retire, but I have a favor to ask you. That is why I sent for you.”

Bishop Paulson struggled to his feet and stood by his friend at the painting. “Okay George...and what favor can I do for your Grace?”

“Joseph, there is a committee here at the Vatican. It’s a very important committee, one that I personally oversee and has always held a special devotion for me.”

“Alright, I know there are hundreds of committee’s here, there are probably more committee’s here then Heinz has pickles.”

The Pope looked quite perplexed trying to figure out his friend’s statement.

“It’s an Americanism George, forget about it. What’s the favor?”

Francis shook his head, “Okay, so there is a committee that investigates claims of...miraculous events around the world. From eucharistic miracles to prophecies...appearances of the Virgin...all kinds.”

“Oh...oh...yes, the Miracle Hunters.”

“Joe...no...please, I don’t like that term. It’s very needed and necessary and as you know when I was a bishop in Argentina there was a eucharistic miracle in my diocese. A host actually turned to human flesh. The Miracle Hunters had...I mean...uh...the committee had the host scientifically analyzed and it was determined to be the flesh from the interior wall of a human heart.”

“Yes, yes your Holiness...that miracle is widely known and strengthened my faith as well as millions of others. I had a front row seat as you called me often with updates.”

“Exactly. The point is...there is an opening on the committee for an investigator. I have a young priest in training for the position, but he won’t be ready for another six months.”

The Bishop slowly shook his head. “And you want ME to fill that position?”

“My oh my...you’re smarter than you look Bishop Paulson, of course...you’d have to be.” The Pope laughed.

The Bishop was not laughing. He was truly ready to retire and not have a schedule to keep. He had served as a good and faithful son of the church and was ready to devote his remaining years to prayer and relaxation. 

Bishop Paulson sighed, “But your Holiness...I...I have not been schooled or trained either. How can I be qualified for this position?”

“Joseph please...don’t insult me or yourself. You have the sacred gifts of wisdom, knowledge and experience and I know for a fact the Holy Spirit abides in your soul. You know He will guide you so why do you have doubts...should I call you Bishop Thomas now?” The Pope smiled. “Do you forget that I was with you in France when a mother brought her twelve-year-old daughter to you after saying mass.”

“Yes your Holiness, I...”

“She was blind since birth. She had no pupils. And you prayed fervently and touched her eyes with the glove...and she could see. For the first time in her life!” Pope Francis was nearly shouting now.

“I know, I know...”

“And she still had no pupils...and yet she could see perfectly. So don’t even try to tell me that you
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