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“You’ve done well here in Rome, lad, and it is a grand future I see for you in the Church,” said Cardinal Dudley Moran, as he and Father Tom Hogan descended staircase after staircase to the sub-vaults under the Vatican. “Bishop, Cardinal, perhaps someday the first Irish Pope.”

Father Hogan tried not to beam at the Cardinal’s words.  “Your Eminence praises me too highly,” said Hogan.

“Simple truths, Father, nothing more.  But your success will depend on one quality above all others,” said Cardinal Moran.

“Piety?” said Father Hogan.

“Oh, yes, piety to be sure, but the word I had in mind is ‘Discretion’,” said the Cardinal.

“Yes, of course,” said Father Hogan, “I have already heard many disturbing things in the confines of the confessional.”

“No doubt,” said the Cardinal, “and you will hear many more disturbing things as you climb the ladder and start hearing the confessions of the world’s ‘good and great’.  There is no end to the depravity of man.  But you will need even more discretion than the discretion of the confessional.”

“The media?  I have no love for the media or the spotlight.  I have learned to be discreet about the moral lapses of some of my brother priests.  The media will never hear an ill-advised word from my lips,” said Father Hogan.

“That is as it should be lad,” said the Cardinal, “but there are mysteries...”

“Mysteries?” asked Father Hogan.

“Holy mysteries that you will not have known existed.  That is why I want to show them to you myself, so that I may gauge your reaction.”

Mysteries, thought Father Hogan.  What mysteries could the Catholic Church have for him after years in the seminary, decades studying the lives of saints, the writings of philosophers, the provenance of miracles, and the intricacies of Exorcism?  “I am anxious to learn of these mysteries your Eminence.”

“Well then, here we are,” said Cardinal Moran as they entered a well-lit corridor at the bottom of a narrow flight of stairs.  The Cardinal produced a ring of keys.  “The keys to the Kingdom,” the Cardinal said winking.  “My father’s house has many mansions.”

They entered a large comfortable office, decorated with antique furniture and religious paintings.  A large crucifix hung above the desk.  The Cardinal pressed a switch.  A row of books slid to the left, and a glass panel emerged.  “It is a two way mirror Father, we can see them but they cannot see us.”

“Sweet Mother of God,” said Father Hogan, as he gaped at two large roundish grey lumps that looked like octopi scampering around the opposite room on eight legs like spiders, and then scaling the walls and walking on the ceiling with the help of suctions pads on the underside of their legs, “What are they!?”

“Well therein lies a tale,” said the Cardinal.  “Would you believe that they came from an alien space ship?”

“A what?” said Hogan, sitting down.

“You know lad, an Unidentified Flying Object”.

“Your Eminence, is this some kind of joke?  Are you testing my sense of humor?”

“Do these creatures look like a joke to you Father Hogan?  Perhaps you would like to go into the other room with them and determine for yourself if they are a joke.  Although, at this point, I’m afraid they might eat you.  They may have gone insane over the years.  I’m not really sure about that.  They are definitely omnivores however, so best not take the chance.”

“No!” said Hogan.  “I don’t need to go in with them!  That won’t be necessary! 

“I think you are wise Father,” said Cardinal Moran.  “Now you must get a grip on yourself.”

I’m overwhelmed, Your Eminence.  How long have they been here?”

“They have been with us since 1947, after the famous Roswell crash incident,” the Cardinal said.  “I won’t go into how they came to be here.  Suffice it to say we have our methods, our friends, and our resources.”

“But why are they here in the Vatican?” asked Father Hogan, trying to regain his composure.

“Don’t you see Father, the existential threat these beings present to Our Holy Mother the Church?”

Father Hogan shook his head.

Cardinal Moran explained, “If creation includes billions of galaxies, with hundreds of billions of stars and hundreds of millions of inhabited planets which are home to civilizations different and more advanced than our own, then why would God have sent Jesus to Earth, alone amongst all the planets, while damning the rest of creation to Hell?  And if God did not single Earth out for this special treatment then did God, in his infinite mercy, send an alien Jesus, and perhaps many, many alien Saviors, who perhaps looked even more hideous than our friends in the other room, to save alien souls on each of the inhabited alien worlds?”

Father Hogan remained silent and perplexed.

Cardinal Moran continued, “The problem is a uniquely Christian one.  The Buddhist do not have a personal God.  The Moslems say that Mohammed was the messenger of God but not God. We Christians, however, say that Jesus Christ was the incarnation of the Living God.  God made man in his own likeness.  Jesus is like us.  What he is not, is a grey blob that looks like a cross between an octopus and a spider.  What are we going to tell the people?  That the pagans had it right all along, there are many gods, and some of them look like monsters?  That lad, would mean the end of the Roman Catholic Church, the end of two thousand years of Christian civilization, and the collapse of all moral authority.”

“Perhaps when these eventually die, the problem will solve itself.  Just go away.” said Father Hogan.

“You are the eternal optimist Father,” said Cardinal Moran.  “But these are not the first distinguished visitors Earth has had, and I don’t think they will be the last.  The Church first became aware of the phenomenon after the Miracle of Fatima.”

“After the Miracle of Fatima?” said Father Hogan, his mouth dry and a bead of sweat forming across his brow.  He felt faint and there were spots in front of his eyes.

“Well you know most of the story.  In the spring of 1917, three Portuguese shepherd children living near the village of Fatima reported seeing an Angel.  In May, the children said they had seen apparitions of the Blessed Virgin.  The Lady of the Rosary, as the children called her, promised to perform a miracle on October 13, 1917, ‘so that all may believe’.  Fifty thousand people converged on Fatima to witness the miracle. Their ranks included believers and non-believers, pious old ladies and scoffing young men.  And what did they see?  After a period of rain, the clouds broke and a huge spinning disc appeared in the sky.  The disc cast multi-colored lights across the clouds, the people, and the ground.  Then the disc (misidentified by some as the ‘sun’) charged towards the earth before zig zagging its way back into the sky.  The crowd was paralyzed with fear, many fleeing, thousands flinging themselves face first upon the ground pleading for mercy.”

The Cardinal continued, “Well of course the events at Fatima have all of the hallmark traits of what we now know to be UFO encounters.  Even more curious is what the children really reported having seen.”  

“What they really saw?” said Hogan.

“Yes,” said the Cardinal, “the children first said they saw a small glowing bald man.”

“A bald man?” asked Hogan.

“The local bishop was afraid the children had seen the devil, so he coached the children on what they REALLY saw.  The little bald man became a beautiful lady, or a shimmering angel.  The two younger children, fortunately, died within a few years, and the surviving girl was packed off to a convent and the religious life, where she was carefully supervised after taking vows of silence.”

“Have there been more incidents Your Eminence?” asked Father Hogan.

“None that we have been directly involved with, other than our friends from Roswell there,” said Cardinal Moran, “but the number of UFO sightings grows every year, and the incidents become more, and more dramatic. Have you never wondered why the Roman Catholic Church needed to build one of the most advanced observatories on the planet in the Arizona desert?”

“An observatory in Arizona?” said Father Hogan, shaking his head, “I have never heard of this.”

“The Vatican Observatory Research Group operates the 1.8m Alice P. Lennon Telescope with its Thomas J. Bannan Astrophysics Facility, known together as the Vatican Advanced Technology Telescope, at the Mount Graham International Observatory in southeastern Arizona where sky conditions are among the best in the world.  The Aliens are coming Father, and soon.  Five years, ten years, fifty years...most assuredly before the end of the century. The great debate in the Church today is what to do,” said the Cardinal.

“Do, Your Eminence?  I’m not sure I follow.”

“Come now Father,” the Cardinal coaxed, “you are one of our bright pennies.  Do we continue to work with others to keep the Great Secret or not?

Father Hogan turned to the intellectual problem at hand, anxious to get past his unfortunate reaction to the appearance of the Aliens.  He must now justify the Cardinal’s opinion of his strength, discretion, and good sense.  “We have no control over if and when First Contact will occur, so clearly we cannot guarantee that the secret can be kept forever.  Clearly we must prepare the people for First Contact since the actual timing of the event is out of our control, but we cannot just blurt out that we have known of this Great Secret for a hundred years.”

“Some say more than a hundred years,” the Cardinal interjected.

“A hundred years or more then.  Delay seems to me the best course of action.  But I would call it proactive delay.  We needn’t rush to disclose the truth, but the Church must be ready to quickly adapt if necessary,” said Father Hogan.

“Continue your thought Father,” said Cardinal Moran.

“Distinguished Church scholars will casually express views in writing and in person that believing the universe may host aliens, even intelligent ones, does not contradict a faith in God.  This is not an official Church position, merely a personal opinion,” said Father Hogan. “Just as there are a multitude of creatures on Earth, there could be
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