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My trip to Rome began when I first arrived back to school from winter break. My first
Sunday back at school, Fr. Robert McLaughlin, our director of the Temple University
Newman Center, asked me, "What are you doing between the dates of March 23 and 30?"
I replied, "Well, let me look at my schedule. Why?" Fr. Bob quipped, "Want to go to
Rome and meet the Pope?"

Between the end of January and March 23, I made the necessary preparations for
my trip. I must admit I was already in Rome mentally and spiritually by the week before I
left.

So on that eventful day, after running some errands, I grabbed my flight to
Washington Dulles Airport to meet the rest of the U.S. delegation and leave for Rome.
After finding the gate in Dulles, I met some of the delegates. By the time we were ready
to leave, we had all met and talked. But there was a problem, one of the engines wouldn't
start. So we sat on the ground for two hours before we left. I would like to think that  the
delay was a blessing in disguise. It gave us some more time to get acquainted. Finally we
left, we were on our way! By the time we had landed in Rome, we all became pretty
close. It was clear that this special group of people would make the trip an amazing
experience.

On Thursday I had my first sight of St. Peter's Square. We had lunch (pranzo)
and proceeded to do some sightseeing. That evening was the papal audience with the
youth of Rome. The air in the auditorium was electric. The crowds were hanging on their
seats just waiting for the entrance of the Holy Father. Finally, with much cheering, the
Holy Father processed into the auditorium. The place went wild! Thousands of youths
cheering, screaming and applauding.  The Pope spoke about Denver and World Youth
Day. After the audience we grabbed dinner and a couple of cappuccinos.

Friday the delegation met with Cardinal Pironio from the Pontifical Council for
the Laity. We each told of our experiences with World Youth Day and the reaction it had
on our lives. I mentioned that even though I did not attend World Youth Day, I did feel
the effects at home. Involvement at our Newman Center has increased. I have felt a new
interest and rebirth since World Youth Day. I mentioned that the renewal in faith
encouraged me to finally receive communion and confirmation in the Catholic Church.
Later on that day, I walked into St. Peter’s Basilica for the first time. It was one of the
most moving two hours in had ever experienced. The delegation began the tour with a
few prayers at the one of the chapels and the sanctuary.



Saturday began with the unforgettable experience of private Mass with the Holy
Father. We had received notice Thursday night that early Saturday morning we would be
attending the Holy Father’s private Mass. We also learned that we would be providing
the music for the Mass. The U.S. delegation provided the Offertory and Recessional
music. As the music director at Newman, this was the highlight of my musical/liturgical
career. At a few minutes past seven, both delegations entered the Apostolic Palace and
eventually the private Papal chapel. As we silently entered, the Holy Father was already
present, deep in prayer. Shortly, the Mass began and we all became enraptured by the
presence and the word of God. I noticed that a few of the U.S. delegates were crying. I
also found myself fighting back the tears. It was an incredible, spiritually moving
moment. I felt especially moved when I received holy Communion from the Holy Father.
At the conclusion of Mass, the Pope returned to his prayer and we silently left the chapel.
A few minutes later, the Holy Father entered his conference room to meet us. Each of us
had a few words with the Pope and received a set of rosary beads. Individual and group
pictures were taken. He said, “Tomorrow we pass the cross, yes?” and “I will see you
tomorrow!” I concluded my day with a tour of the Vatican Museums and dinner with the
delegation.

Palm Sunday. The big day. The delegation met at St. Peter’s and we took our
seats behind the altar. We ran through a practice exchange of the cross and we whisked
off into the Basilica. We then lined up for the procession of the Palms. We waited and
waited. Finally, we were on our way. We processed into  the square and began the Mass.
After a few opening prayers the procession made it its way up to the altar. Mass was said
in Italian and Latin. The general intercessions were read by representatives from the
following countries: Italy, Portugal, Spain, Germany, France, Poland and the United
States. Each one was read in the native language. After holy Communion, we left our
seats to get the cross. We then waited for our cue and began the walk to the foot of the
altar. After a few prayers and statements, the exchange began. The Philippine delegation
took up the cross and placed it in a stand on the right side of the altar. Applause rang out
throughout the square. As security attempted to move us back to our seats, the Holy
Father came down to speak with us. We all quickly rushed to his presence and listened
attentively. He told us that young people “must continue to surprise the world.” Referring
to World Youth Day in Denver he said, “I enjoyed your mountains, your laughter, your
people.” More photographs and celebration. Later on we discussed our feelings at the
time of the exchange. We said that during the practice it was ‘no big deal’, but when the
actual exchange occurred we did not want to hand over the cross. We became attached to
that cross. We felt as if we were handing over a piece of ourselves. As at the private
Mass, I felt myself holding back the tears. We stood there with joy and sadness on our



faces. I concluded the day with a six hour sightseeing walk of Rome with my Mom. We
later met the rest of the delegation at Piazza Navona for cappuccino and conversation.
 Monday we hopped on a bus for a day in Assisi, the home of St. Francis. The
three hour bus was a time for rest, relaxation and conversation. The time gave us a chance
to learn more about each other and have some fun. We arrived in Assisi and immediately
went to the Basilica of St. Francis. After a brief tour of the upper chapel, we went off on
our for lunch. A few of us had lunch at a pizzeria near the top of the town. We laughed
and joked about having a reunion. After lunch, I climbed to the Rocce Maggoire, the fort
at the top of Assisi. Looking out over the mountains and the valleys of Umbria, I came to
appreciate the beauty described in St. Francis’ ‘Canticle of the Creatures’. I spent the rest
of the day roaming the piazzas and churches of Assisi. A few hours later, we hopped the
bus back to Rome. The evening concluded with dinner and a trip to Piazza Navona.

Tuesday we started the day off with a underground tour of St. Peter’s Basilica.
On this tour we saw the past history of St. Peter’s and the grave of St. Peter. We walked
past mausoleums and graves and returned back in time to the first years of the church. I
spent the rest of the day walking through Rome with my Mom. Later we met at North
American College for Mass. Our final Mass brought everyone together. The friendship
and the love we had shared seemed to fill up the chapel. It was a very fulfilling
experience. After Mass we had our farewell dinner. A few members got up and talked
about the exchange, or the people, or anything that moved them. We then made our last
trip to Piazza Navona for cappuccino and fun. The festivities continued into the wee
hours of the morning with cards and more humor. After a quick two hour nap, I hopped
on the bus to the airport.

Wednesday morning we arrived at Fumicino airport for our trip home. Our nine
hour flight had one stop in Milan. Then we were on our way back to Washington Dulles.
Arriving in Washington, we grabbed our bags, went through customs, and ran to meet our
connecting flights. We said our good-byes, in the little time we had, and promised to keep
in touch. I soon found myself landing in Philadelphia and back home.

What did I learn on this trip? What did I get out of it? I made a dozen new friends
and shared my faith with them. I learned that ‘we are one body..body of Christ’ and that
we all reflect Christ in our individual lives. I feel that my trip to Rome was a good
spiritual centering for my confirmation. I think I am just now  realizing what happened
over there and what it means to be a called to do God’s work. I hope that I can pass on
the joy and love I experienced in Rome to others. In conclusion, I am reminded of the
words of St. Peter, “You, however, are ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a
people he claims for his own to proclaim the glorious works’ of the One who has called
you from darkness into his marvelous light.” (1Peter 2:9).


