
Chapter 1 !
I am but the messenger.  I am but the messenger.  Those words repeated in my head as I stepped 
out of  the car and headed towards the office. !
I am but the messenger.  Two steps closer.  I am but the messenger.  Two more steps.  I paused 
briefly to make sure my shirt was tucked in and everything was in order.  I am but the messenger 
two more steps. !
“Good morning Father”  the silver haired woman who stood at the office door said. !
I turned around to see who she was addressing.  No sooner had my head turned than I realized 
she was talking to me.  I forgot it was I who now wore the clerics.  I had only been an ordained 
priest for a short while. In fact my black shirts still had the crease marks from the package it came 
in.  !
“Good morning,” I replied. !
“On behalf  of  the parish of  St. Marks. Let me be the first to welcome you,” the woman said 
opening the door for me. !
“Thank you very much.  Glad to be here,” I said following the woman into the building. !
“It’s been quite a while since we’ve had a priest of  our own.” The old woman closed the door 
behind me.  “You really are a God sent.  An answer to many prayers. By the way did you have 
any problem finding the place?” she asked !
“No not really. Just followed the steeple and it got me here,” I said with a smile. !
“Just so ya know we are tallest building in town by over 20 feet.  We used to be second to the 
grain elevator, but that burned down 10 years ago.” !
“They never rebuilt the elevator?” I asked finding it odd that they wouldn’t rebuild an elevator in 
such a strong farming community. !
“They rebuilt it all right.  Just not here in Harding.  They decided it would be better if  they made 
it more centrally located and put it in Warren instead.  Warren seems to get everything.”  There 
was  slight hint of  jealously in the woman’s voice as she spoke.  “So I guess it makes sense that our 
grain elevator would end up in Warren.” !
“Take it you’re not to friendly with the townsfolk of  Warren,” I said. !
“We have a hatfield and McCoy relationship with them. Been that way for as long as I can 
remember.  Those buggers stole the train from us years ago,” the woman said with fire in her 
eyes. !



The woman continued on with a very detailed oral history of  the town.  I tried my best to listen, 
but I was tired from my long journey up to Harding and I was starting to feel effects of  two large 
coffees and a large bottle of  water I had consumed on way out to St. Marks.  I kept looking for an 
opportunity to break tactfully into the conversation so I could excuse myself  to find a restroom, 
but the woman just get on talking and talking and the longer I waited for the opportunity to 
present itself  the more likely it seemed that it would never present itself.  !
“Excuse me” I began catching the woman mid-sentence. “Could you please point me to the 
restroom?” !
“I am so sorry Father,” the woman said.  “Here I am talking on and on about the area’s history 
and you have to go tinkles.  The bathroom is right around the corner.” !
“Thank you.” I said walking towards the bathroom to go tinkles.  !
I checked myself  in the mirror as I exited the bathroom.  I wasn’t at all that out of  place despite 
being on the road for 8 plus hours.  I smoothed out my short slightly graying hair with the palm 
of  my hand in a feeble attempt to make what remained of  my hair to lay flat.  I finally resolved 
that the cowlick would just have to stay and exited the bathroom. !
“Feel better Father.” the woman asked from behind a steaming coffee cup. !
“Much better thanks.  I always feel better after going tinkles.” The statement caused the woman 
to blush ever so slightly.  !
“You’ll have to forgive me Father.  My grandchildren have been staying with me and you know 
one gets used to saying it a certain way.” she said. !
“Don’t worry about it.  I just thought it might of  been a regional dialect.  Good thing you told 
me about your grandchildren staying with you or I might have made reference to it in a homily.” !
A wide smile spread across the woman’s face and she began to chuckle.   She placed her coffee 
cup down on the desk.  I could see the bottom of  the cup despite it being full. Typical Northern 
Minnesota coffee I thought add just enough grounds to give the water just a hint of  color and 
coffee flavor. !
“Father you’ll have to forgive me” the woman said. 
 
“I already did.  Don’t worry about the tinkle comment.” !
“No not for that, here you been here for a good spell now and I’ve yet to introduce myself  
formally.” The woman wiped her hand on the side of  her skirt and held it out for me. “My name 
is Joan” !
I took her hand and began to shake it. “Nice to meet you Joan. My name is.” !



Joan interrupted. “No need to introduce yourself  Father Jones we all know who you are. How 
about I give you the nickel tour of  the church?” Joan asked. !
“Sure, but just to let you know I’m all fresh out of  nickels.” !
“I’ll comp you this one.” Joan said “But I’ll charge you double for the next one.” !
We began the tour of  the Church.  St. Marks was a small church built in 1910 or 1911 
depending upon who you talk to.  The building was originally made of  wood and then after the 
war it was rebuilt with brick.  The funds for the rebuild coming from a local war hero who 
achieved success in the beef  industry after the war.  Joan knew all the little details about the 
church in the cost of  the brick and the controversy that surrounded the color. !
“And here we are at the sacristy” Joan said opening the door. !
The sacristy was a small room adjacent to the narthex of  the church.  There were a few cassocks 
hanging out in the corner of  the room and long shelf  full of  vestments. !
“The church owns the vestments you see here.” Joan pointed to the various vestments hanging 
up. “Should be all the ones you need.” !
“They look lovely.” I said looking at the vestments. !
“Well, this won’t do.” Joan began looking closely at one of  the vestments. “We should have had 
all of  these cleaned before you arrived.  This just wont do.”   !
“Do not worry about they’re fine.” I said.  “The vestments don’t look that dirty to me.” !
“Well there covered in dust. I should have known to get these cleaned before you arrived.” Joan’s 
face turned red at her embarrassment. “Like I said its been a very long time since we’ve had a 
priest of  our own.  Our previous priest alway brought his own vestments as he was a rather 
rotund man, so these haven’t been used in a while.” !
“They are just fine the way they are.” I was trying to reassure Joan that the vestments didn’t need 
to be cleaned. “Is there anything else we need to see?” !
“There is still the chapel and the rectory.” Joan said resuming her role as tour guide.   !
“Well I’d be delighted if  you’d show me the remaining parts of  the tour.”  !
We headed out of  the sacristy and into the sanctuary.  It was your typical country church 
sanctuary.  Center isle with pews on either side, stained glass windows lining both sides of  the 
church.  There was a lovely wooden crucifix hanging up behind the altar. !
“The crucifix was hand carved by Lee Jorgensen in 1943.” Joan said pointing to it. !



“The work is absolutely outstanding.  He must have been quite the trained sculptor.” I said.  The 
work rivaled the grand masters of  Europe.  It was a truly remarkable carving, I can only imagine 
how much time Lee must have put into it. !
“Lee did it over one winter.  Never was trained in sculpting or anything like that.  His son was 
away fighting the Nazi’s in Germany and Lee passed the time and the worry by carving it. For 
someone who spent his whole life on a farm he did a pretty decent job.” !
“Decent job, this is one of  the most magnificent crucifixes I have ever seen.” The love of  a Father 
worrying about his son thousands of  miles from home had became impregnated in the wood, 
breathing life in to the object.  The pain shown on Christ’s face offered but a glimpse of  the pain 
Lee and our Lord had endured.  I quickly became lost in the details of  the caving.  It was Joan’s 
voice brought me slowly back to the present  !
“The first time it was seen in public was during his son’s funeral mass,” Joan whispered, emotion 
filling her voice.  “Lee had just finished it up and he got the news that his son was killed in action.  
Somewhere in France I believe.”   !
“It truly is a treasure.”  !
“Yes it is.  Too bad few people know of  the story.  There are hundreds of  stories like this in this 
town, yet we’re on the verge of  fading quietly into history. I have a feeling no one will remember 
this place in 20 years.” Joan began to lead me out towards the rectory. !
“God will remember the story” I offered.  !
“Yeah I guess, but while God will remember, people will forget.” Joan started. “I’ve learned one 
thing over the past few years, we tend to forget our history and cling to the future. It’s a different 
world now.”   Joan turned off  the lights in the Sanctuary. !
We had walked out of  the Church and now began to head towards the rectory.  I noticed out of  
the corner of  my eye at large statue and I started to head over to it.  “Not every day you say one 
of  these.” I said admiring a large stone statue of  St. Roch.   !
“I bet you don’t know who it is.” Joan said. !
“I can venture a guess.?” I said. !
“If  you get it right I’ll cook you dinner.” Joan said. !
“And if  I get it wrong?”  !
“I’ll still cook you dinner, but I won’t make anything from scratch.  All from boxes.” Joan smiled. !



I knew exactly who the saint was in front of  me.  I walked over to statue and began to look at it 
from all angles.  I needed to play up my investigation of  the statue.  I began to stare at this item 
like a man about to purchase a horse.  “I’m going to say that it’s Saint Roch.” I said. !
Joan’s face showed that she was stunned. “How did you know who it was? Nobody who comes 
out here know who it is.”   !
“One of  my favorite saints.” I said. “I always liked how he was supposedly fed by a dog while 
living in the countryside.” !
“Okay bonus question time.  This time you’re playing for a homemade apple pie.” Joan smiled. !
“What’s the question?” !
“Do you know why we have a statue of  St. Roch out here in the middle of  the prairie?” !
I leaned back on my heels and placed my chin in my hand to show that I was deep in thought.  
“I’m going to guess that the gentleman who bankrolled the re-building of  the church in brick also 
bought this statue.” !
“You’re close, but do you know why” !
“You made mention that the gentleman was involved in the cattle industry and St. Roch is the 
patron saint of  diseased cattle so I’m guessing that the connection.”  I said. !
“Father you must have really paid attention in seminary.” Joan said. !
“Let’s just say when one decides to devote themselves to the priesthood, suddenly they have a lot 
of  free time on Friday nights.” !
“You must have used that time wisely.  Would you like me to show you the rectory?” Joan asked. !
“No need to give the nickel tour of  my house. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen a house before.”   !
“Suit yourself.  Here let me give you the keys you’re going to need.”  Joan reached in to the purse 
she had been carrying while she was playing tour guide and removed a very large key ring.  It 
reminded of  an old jailer keyring containing keys for each cell. !
“That’s a lot of  keys” I said !
“Don’t worry Father this one isn’t yours it’s mine.  Have to have a lot of  keys when you have to 
open a lot of  doors.” Joan said with a smile. She continued to fish in her bag and finally removed 
what she had been looking for.  A small key ring with about a half  a dozen keys of  it.  “Here you 
go Father.  All the keys you’ll ever need.” !



I took the keys from Joan and began to look through them.  I saw a key for the rectory, main 
office, my office, chapel, rectory, and main building.  I paused for a moment. “I think I’m missing 
a key.” !
“No pretty sure they’re all there.” Joan looked at the ring in my hand. !
“What about the Keys to Heaven?” I said smiling. !
“Talk to Peter” Joan shot back.  “My husband will be by in a couple of  hours to pick you up for 
dinner.  I’ll tell him to knock on your front door.” !
“Say do I have anything on my schedule for the rest of  the day.” I asked. !
“Schedule is pretty quiet during the week.  Like I said it’s been a while since we’ve had our own 
priest so no much happens here during the week that you need to attend to.  At least right now.  
I’m heading back to the office.  Why don’t you just get yourself  settled in and wait for my 
husband?  He’ll be by in a couple hours.” !
I figured it best not to argue with Joan.  She didn’t seem like the kind of  woman you would want 
to disagree with.  I watched Joan head back towards the office as I fumbled to find the right key 
to open the door to the rectory.  Despite being labeled, I ended up trying half  the keys on the 
ring before I found the right one to open the door. !
A slight musty smell greeted me as I entered the rectory.  I had been told early on in seminary by 
a fellow classmate that upon entering a new church building he always would look to see if  there 
was a crucifix in every room.  I had forgot to do this while on tour with Joan, but now that I was 
alone I figured I give it a shot. !
The crucifix in the living room was easy to spot it sat on the mint green wall behind the brown 
and tan striped couch and it was rather large.  I had heard of  couch sized paintings before, but 
couch sized crucifixes were a new phenomenon to me.  I headed in to the kitchen to see if  there 
was a crucifix hung there as well.  I only had to look past the stark white metal cabinets above the 
sink to see it hanging above a small metal trimmed kitchen table.  The kind of  table that was 
extremely popular in 1960’s America.  The kitchen’s pink walls made the white cabinets pop and 
together they formed quite the interior design statement. !
The tan carpet present in the living room followed me as I walked down down the hallway 
towards the bathroom and bedroom.  I found crucifix number three hung on the wall of  the 
hallway across from a lovely picture of  Mary.  I walked into the bedroom to find it painted the 
same lovely shade of  mint green found in the living room, more than likely a budgetary choice 
rather one decided by designers.  I gave a quick scan of  the room.  Twin bed, night stand, lamp 
with paper lampshade, closet with door slightly ajar, and above the bed a crucifix. !
Opening the bathroom door I was greeted by stark all white room.  It seemed to live in slight 
contrast to the pink and green theme the rest of  the house had, looking more like a doctor’s office 
than a bathroom.  White walls, white tile floor, white cabinets with metal tops and a large crucifix 



on the wall across from the toilet.  Wonderful location for Jesus I thought.  I’m sure the guy who 
hung it there had quite the chuckle when he thought of  the priest sitting on the john having to 
look Jesus while cracking one off.  I even chuckled slightly at the thought as I turned the 
bathroom light off. !
Upon becoming a priest I made the resolution to own only as much stuff  as would fit into a 
standard suitcase.  The idea had come to me one afternoon while in seminary through a chance 
encounter with a stranger at a coffee shop.  The stranger was one of  those new agers, guys who 
drop out of  society and live on the fringe.  The thing that always stayed with me about the 
conversation I had with the guy was how free he seemed.  He told me multiple times don’t let you 
possessions possess you.  He also asked me if  I had any weed about the same number of  times so 
I took his advice with a grain of  salt. !
It was at my ordination party that I ended up giving away most of  my earthly possessions.  I took 
the Native American approach to birthdays at my party and gave gifts away rather than receiving 
them.  Giving away most of  my things proved to be harder than I thought, but that new ager was 
right it was incredible freeing.  I was no longer forced to dedicate time to all that I owned, I could 
focus my time on matter most to me spreading the message of  God and doing the work He 
placed before me. !
I headed to my car to get my single suitcase and returned to the rectory and began the task 
unpacking.  Before long, the contents of  the suitcase had found their new homes in the house. 
Pants were placed in the dressers, shirts hung up, Bible placed on the nightstand. !
With the empty suitcase put safely away, I glanced down at my watch to see how much time I had 
before Joan’s husband was due to pick me up for supper.  The watch was little help as I forgot to 
check when Joan left so I had no idea when a couple of  hours was.  I sat down on the couch in 
anticipation of  the knock on the door.  I had no soon sat down than I shot back up.  I just 
remembered by oath to pray the Liturgy of  the Hours every day.  I headed back to my room to 
grab my book containing the day’s required prayers. !
I returned to the couch and sat down and under the watchful eye of  Jesus, began to pray.


