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FIRM IN THE FAITH, DESPITE STORMY WEATHER 

2011-09-14 

In midday heat, 1.5 million World Youth Day pilgrims converged on 

Madrid’s Cuatro Vientos Airport, Aug. 20, in preparation for an 

overnight vigil, with Pope Benedict XVI. 

The high temperatures saw some pilgrims collapse from 

heatstroke; others survived on a few bottles of water. They set 

up their sleeping bags for the overnight camp-out atop parched 

yellow grass and dusty ground. 

 

The extreme heat brought other extreme weather. Though the pope 

asked pilgrims “to ‘abide’ in the adoration of Christ” 

throughout the evening, the blood-red sky soon yielded to a 

fierce lightning storm. Intense winds blew down large marquees 

and even destroyed hangars, which had been converted into 

Adoration chapels.  

Thankfully, the weather cleared by nighttime and for the closing 

mass, the next day, of the international Catholic youth gathering. 

It was the largest-ever gathering in the Spanish capital, exceeding 

the assembly with Pope John Paul II at Plaza de Colon in 1993. 

This dramatic ending to WYD 2011 concluded five days spent in 

Madrid, reflecting on the theme, “Rooted and Built Up in Jesus 

Christ, Firm in the Faith” (c.f. Col 2:7). 

During the weeks before WYD, Montreal pilgrims toured a number of 

European cities, including Barcelona, Paris, and Lourdes. From 

Aug. 11 to 15, they participated in the Days in the Diocese, a 

program that allows pilgrims to discover the local Church and 

Catholic community in Spain. 

In Madrid, on Aug. 16, almost 6,000 Canadian pilgrims gathered at 

Palacio de Deportes, a sports centre, for morning prayer. It was 

the first such gathering of Canadians during a WYD. Archbishop 

Terrence Prendergast, SJ, of Ottawa presided. More than 1,000 

Quebecers travelled to Madrid; the majority were part of the 

Montreal delegation.  

The WYD Opening Mass at Fuente de Cibeles followed that afternoon. 

The mass was projected onto large screens for those too distant 

from the main altar, and many sat in the shady streets near the 

Prado Museum, reading an English translation of the Gospel in their 

Pilgrim Guides. 
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For the next three mornings, the pilgrims attended catecheses, 

given by bishops from throughout the world. Sessions were held 

throughout the city.  

Pope Benedict XVI arrived in Madrid Aug. 18. A welcome ceremony 

was held for him at Fuente de Cibeles. Awarded the keys to the 

city by the mayor, the pope told pilgrims: “Make trust in Christ’s 

Word the foundation of your lives!” 

During the Way of the Cross, young people carried the WYD Cross 

past floats depicting each Station. For whomever the intentions 

were offered, whether the disabled, victims of disaster, or the 

unemployed, representatives of those groups carried the Cross a 

part of the way.  

“Dear young friends,” said the pope when the Stations were 

complete, “may Christ’s love… encourage you to go in search of 

those less fortunate.” 

“We have lived together an adventure,” the pope told pilgrims at 

the vigil after the storm. “Strengthened by your faith in Christ, 

you have resisted the rain. As happened tonight, you can always, 

with Christ, endure the trials of life.” 
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