A journey to remember ~
World Youth Day Rio,
Brazil 2013
By Zena De Vincentiis

Bon Dia! Good day! Here I sit, some nearly three months since returning from the epic adventure that was World Youth
Day, Rio 2013. Even now I get goose bumps when I recall the electrifying feeling of being one young little human
amongst 3.5 million.
Let me start this tale from the few months BEFORE I embarked on this life changing venture…
Never before had I been to a WYD. I had always wished to and thought about it, however there was always a reason why
it just wasn’t possible at the time. WYD Brazil had seemed as though it was equally impossible, until a great many signs
or internal pinches got me thinking seriously about making it happen this year. One of these signs was hearing about the
St Vincent de Paul NT volunteer Scholarship for WYD which would support two very lucky volunteers…the decision to
apply, and ultimately the acceptance of this application, was the cherry on the cupcake for me to take the plunge.
SO, there it began, I was generously granted the $2000 to help me on my journey to Rio! A simple Thank you to St
Vincent de Paul would be an understatement of my sincere gratitude for helping this dream materialise for me.
Therefore in addition to my Thanks, I share with you a short, honest and heartfelt account of my blessed time in Brazil…
I had no idea what to expect from a WYD experience, which both excited and scared me. I would say that I got onto the
plane to Brazil with a somewhat confused faith: with a feeling of not knowing where my spiritual journey fit into Catholic
expression of faith. Despite my confusion and apprehension of all the masses I would be attending in the coming weeks,
I would say I boarded the flight to Rio with an open heart and mind.
What greeted me on the other end of that flight and bus ride to Sao Paulo, was an overwhelming abundance of
kindness, hospitality, community spirit and warm embraces. In Sao Paulo, our first destination for Mission Week in
Brazil, I was entirely blown away by the genuine love without question, trust without knowing, and good wishes without
wanting that the entire community of Sao Judas (St Jude) gave us. Speaking as a person who loves a good hug, I was
even a little taken aback by the number of homely, whole-bodied embraces we received by total strangers! It was
heartwarming. We experienced a beautiful example of this love and hospitality at the welcoming mass at Sao Judas
church. Pilgrims were asked to come to the front and face the altar… what we found when we turned to face the
congregation was a standing, beaming audience holding up signs saying “Welcome”, each one with a different pilgrim’s
name – a total of 8 signs with my name on it! I will never forget the feeling of walking around the church searching for
parishioners with my name on their sign and once found, being pulled into the warmest embrace and made to feel so
utterly loved and appreciated….it was completely moving.

Equally moving was the privilege of meeting this gorgeous woman you see below: Lina, my host mother. Lina could not
have made me feel more welcomed into her home if she tried. One of the many blessings I received on my journey.

Below are some of the favelas in Sao Paulo that we visited – an eye-opening and humbling experience.

I would like to share with you a passage that was read to us during one of our reflections at Sao Judas. It resonated with
me during my time in Brazil, and still does now:
“Slow down my beating heart, calm my mind
Decrease my hurried steps with a vision of eternity of time
Amid the confusion of everyday life, give me the tranquility of the mountains
Remove the tension of my nerves and muscles with the soothing music
of the rivers of living water contained in my memories
Help me to know the grace of emptying
Make me empty of all.
Teach me the art of delivering
Reduce my steps to contemplate a flower,
chat with a friend,
hold a child,
read a poem,
listen to a favourite song.
Calm down my steps, Lord that I may realise in the midst of incessant labor of everyday noises, struggles, joys, weariness
or discouragement, Thy constant presence in my heart.
Calm down my steps Lord,
so I can intone the song of hope,
smile for my next shut up and listen to your voice.
Calm down my steps, Lord, and inspire me to bury my roots in the soil of life’s enduring values, so I can grow up the way
to Eternal life.
Thank you Lord, for this moment, the people who pray beside me by his divine presence, especially in my life.”

Us at final mass at Sao Judas holding “Obrigada” (Thank you) signs for the parish community – a gesture in response to
their “Welcome” signs I spoke of earlier
In reflecting on my time in Rio for the World Youth Day Week, I had a mixture of feelings: On the one hand I was loving
the buzzing energy of being surrounded by thousands of other pilgrims from around the world, and all the craziness that
came with celebrations on Copacabana beach. On the other hand, I was feeling as though I was intaking so much
spiritual food that I was craving the space and quiet to digest it all. However, all in all the experience of sharing mutual
faith and love with millions of others in a country which I came to adore was rich. A beautiful journey shared with an
incredible group from the NT – I came to see them as family.

Papal welcome on Copacabana Beach

Excited for the sleep-out on Copacabana Beach! - Then waking up with 3.5 million other happy campers ready for final
mass with

Pope Francis: “Go out, do not be afraid, and serve”

Sunrise on Copacabana Beach

Christ the Redeemer! Incredible, a definite highlight for me
World Youth Day has taught me so much, about how much joy that can come from sharing the love of God together
with other young people, about myself, and about what I need more of in my spiritual life. Something that I wrote in my
journal at the end of my trip was that, “I have come to not just appreciate Mass, but look forward to it.” This was not
something I had expected, and was a beautiful realisation to have had. I departed Brazil with my spiritual cup
overflowing, a lightness of heart, and a mind full of incredible memories and learnings that I will have and cherish for
years to come.

To the

St Vincent de Paul Society NT, I cannot thank you enough (!!!) for giving me the opportunity of
experiencing all of the above in World Youth Day, Rio 2013 

Obrigada!
~ Zena De Vincentiis ~

