
On Tuesday morning outside St Mary’s Cathedral we made first 
contact with the crowds that would characterise everything about 
WYD. With no major event happening, hundreds of people stood 
around in groups, sometimes yelling a national chant when they saw 
compatriots, other times just content to sit and watch the people ebb 
and flow. Flags waved and drumbeats and voices permeated the 
atmosphere. One of the biggest regrets we had as a group was that 
we did not have a drum or a bongo to play as we walked. 

Everyone had the same excited aura about them, the same look 
in their eyes. By the end of the week, that look became familiar, 
as pilgrims worldwide began to forget what it was like not to 
carry a red and orange backpack everywhere. A special kinship 
grew between strangers who shared a common purpose and an 
amazing experience.

It was chaos, but chaos that filled you with excitement - again, we 
would get used to it as the week unfolded. We stopped to take a 
photo on the cathedral steps, and to soak in the ambience. One last 
pause to listen to the singing and the music, and we stepped…

…into a whole new world. No singing, no drums banging, definitely 
no flags, but the soft murmur of hundreds of voices, overlaid by 
gentle music in the background. The cathedral was library silent, but 
it had something no library has, which is its overwhelming presence.

Soaring stone columns, towering ceiling, massive stained-glass 
windows… As we walked along the central aisle, glances to 
the left and right revealed the biggest and most ornate Passion 
paintings I have ever seen.

Pilgrims were filtering through the cathedral, some on their knees, 
others content to let the crowd take them, snapping a photo now 
and then. We fitted in to the last category.
 
We went with the crowd and then briefly went against the crowd 
to regroup. After frantically searching for lost members, we went 
the wrong way, were told to go back, and then let out one of the 
cathedral’s massive side doors by a kind man with a lot of keys.

Our first experience of WYD was over, and already we knew that the 
following week was going to be unlike anything we’d known before…
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…After the final Mass, a Sydneysider who hadn’t taken part in WYD at 
all remarked that, for an “outsider”, the overall mood of the week had 
been amazing. People were polite, cheerful and uncontentious.
 
I think it was the most peaceful week Sydney has ever had.

Jonathon Ryan
Year 11, St Clare’s Taree

August 2008 23

Pilgrims at St Mary’s Cathedral.

 Northern Region pilgrims at the Domain for the Stations of the Cross.

Deacon Vince Ryan reflecting at the Stations of the Cross. 




