What the Media missed in Sydney 

Pilgrim Reveals Real Youth Day Story
By Sophie Caldecott

A couple of weeks ago more than 223,000 Catholics gathered together in Sydney to celebrate their common faith in the largest event Australia has ever hosted - World Youth Day. Despite the fact that a representative from almost every corner of the world could be found at this dynamic event, despite the atmosphere of elation, energy and love, and despite many interesting talks, the main (perhaps only) interest of the English media was the relatively small group of protesters who wanted to make sure that their objections to the Catholic Church didn't go unheard. 

The angle the media was trying to spin on the story seems absurd to someone who was there, singing and dancing in the brightly coloured crowd. This was not just any crowd - when else and for what other reason in the world would that many young people get together and be so considerate and friendly towards each other, so joyful and excited and unselfconscious without being drunk or on drugs? There was clearly something else going on at that gathering, something unique and fascinating that the media completely failed to pick up on, and it had nothing to do with protesters. 

The protesters making their presence felt around the events surrounding World Youth Day can be broken down into several main groups:

representatives from the gay community, people angry about cases of sexual abuse in the Church, atheists trying to educate ignorant believers, Protestants who believe that the Catholic Church is the 'whore of Babylon' and people who believe that condoms are the solution to AIDS. The small smattering of different protesters holding signs and watching thousands of young Catholics pass by probably weren't sure what reaction to expect, but I would imagine they would have been prepared for the worst. Far from receiving abuse, however, the people holding the rainbow flag sporting the message: 'Gay, Free, Happy!' received cheery waves and smiles, whilst many people assumed that the protesters holding the signs saying things like 'Think! Don't be a sheep!' were actually Catholic, and part of the World Youth Day crowd. It took me (and others) a while to work out that the leaflets handed to us as we walked out of the train station about how we are saved by God's grace and not by our own works were not actually from fellow Catholics but from Baptists who were concerned for our souls. Contrary to the expectations of the general public and, perhaps, the people who instated the 'annoyance' laws, many World Youth Day goers relished the opportunity for some friendly discussion in the street with people who, on the whole, had little accurate knowledge and understanding of the Church and Catholic teaching. I only wish we had had more time to talk to the protesters, getting to the root of their anger and sharing our views with them. Unfortunately, reducing an opinion down to a slogan on a t-shirt or a sign is rarely an adequate means of expressing an opinion. 

For anyone who is interested, a guy called Christopher West wrote something about the condom issue (he actually gave a series of dynamite talks about John Paul II's 'Theology of the Body' at World Youth Day):

http://www.christopherwest.com/page.asp?ContentID=53. If people were willing to stop assuming that they understand the Church's teaching on this controversial issue and open their minds a little to hear our side of the story, we might actually start the real debate. Just a thought.

Reproduced with kind permission from Sophie Caldecott.

You can find Christopher West talks from WYD on Xt3.  
