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Theme of the CDA Rome Pilgrimage: "Celebrating Jubilee 2025 for People with Disabilities -
Living Fully with Value and Hope"

The CDA Pilgrimage to Rome for Disability 2025 had us stay 5 days in the Centro Giovanni
XXIII near the town of Frascati. The Centro Giovanni XXIII is a conference centre just
outside the boundary of the City of Rome. This Centre was named after Pope St John XXIII
whose portrait is on one wall of the Reception Hall.

The town of Frascati is
located 20 kilometres
south-east of Rome on
the Alban Hills, with lovely
views of the countryside
in front of the Centro but
the Eternal City of Rome is
actually best seen from
the back of the Centro!

One interesting historical fact about Frascati is that Henry Stuart, the younger brother of
Bonnie Prince Charlie and himself the last of the Catholic Royal Stuarts (grandson of the
last English Catholic King James II) was Bishop of Frascati from 1761 to 1803. He died in
the bishop’s episcopal palace of Frascati in 1807.

Our itinerary for the CDA Pilgrimage was originally arranged weeks
before we went but unfortunately Pope Francis died early morning
Easter Monday 21/4/25, only a few days before our pilgrimage. It led
to continuous changes in the itinerary. Two originally planned events
were the Canonization Mass of Blessed Carlo Acutis, and an
Audience with the Holy Father, Pope Francis, both in St Peter's
Square. These events were cancelled due to Pope Francis's death. In



fact, each day's itinerary was constantly changed either the previous evening or even early
morning, leading us to identify the changes as Plans A to Q / Z!!

The first day of our Pilgrimage, Saturday 26th April, had us CDA Pilgrims flying into Rome
the morning of Pope Francis’ funeral and transferring by coach to the Centro Giovanni
XXIII. I myself flew to Rome Fiumicino Airport and was led to a cafe in the Arrivals Hall.
There I met one of the Kairos organisers, Cristina Gangemi who had BSL Level One. She is
a friendly Italian lady based in London as well as Rome, so fluent in English as well as
Italian. Once all 15 CDA Pilgrims arrived at the Centro, we checked in and registered, each
being given an Rome Jubilee Pilgrimage Pack.

Two taxis were booked that same afternoon to take a
few of us CDA Pilgrims to the Basilica of St Paul
Outside the Walls. [Pope Francis’ funeral meant the
Vatican city was overcrowded] This basilica is one of
four major papal basilicas in Rome and also one of
the Eternal City's Seven Pilgrim Churches. There in
front of the facade is a statue of Saint Paul, his left
hand holding a book [bible] and his right hand
holding a sword. The Tomb of Saint Paul is located in
the crypt below the main Altar. The Frieze of the
Popes is a 19th Century mosaic version of the old
painted frieze on top of all the inside walls. It starts
with St Peter and ends with the deceased 266th Pope
Francis.

The rest of our first day consisted of an evening Mass in the Centro’s Chapel celebrated by
Frs Paul Fletcher SJ and Edward Perera [Southwark Dioc.] located on the 5th floor. Mass
was followed by the Evening Dinner in the Basement Dining Room.

The second day, Sunday 27/4,
started with Mass in-house with
Bp Paul Hendricks, Fr. Paul signed
and Fr Ian Byrnes voiced over the
Mass; and then Breakfast. Two
pre-arranged minibuses took us
to the Papal Basilica of St. Mary
Major (Santa Maria Maggiore in
Italian). This basilica is also
another one of Rome’s 7 Jubilee
Pilgrim Churches. It is the largest
Marian church and the first
Marian sanctuary, thus the
“mother of all sanctuaries”, in Rome.

There was a long queue to enter the Basilica but luckily a few of us brought our UK
National Disability Cards so all 15 of us were given Disabled access, saving us a long
waiting time. While we waiting to go inside, one of our interpreters, James Fitzgerald, was
interviewed by two Italian television channel reporters. We went inside the Basilica
through the Holy Door and walked up the left aisle, stopping briefly to view the new tomb
of Pope Francis [he was buried there the previous night]. This grave is simple with his
name in Latin (Franciscus) spotlighted with a copy of his pectoral papal cross on the
marble wall above; Francis is the 7th Pope buried in that basilica.

We had a brief walking tour of the interior ending in the
Baptistry. We went to the Portico where we saw the Salus
Populi Romani, the oldest Marian image in Rome. Francis
while Pope visited Santa Maria Maggiore to venerate the
Salus Populi Romani icon 126 times!

All of us went to a nearby Cafeteria for Lunch and afterwards
two of us departed by taxi back to the Centro. The rest
walked to the Colosseum through a park before walking back



to be picked up and brought
‘home’. The Kairos Forum team
arranged a ‘Welcome’ drinks in the
basement next to our dining room
where we ate our Evening Dinner.

Monday 28/4, the third day's
theme was "Paths of Hope".
We 15 CDA Pilgrims went in two
minibuses to Rome where we
walked to the Centro Congressi
"Augustinianum", outside the left
Colonnade of St Peter's Square.
This centre is a pontifical institute under the supervision of the Order of Saint Augustine
(the new Pope Leo XIV was Prior General of this Order and lived there from 2001 to 2013).

Inside this Augustinianum an Italian
National disability Conference was
held under the theme "Noi:
Pellegrini di Speranza" (We: Pilgrims
of Hope). There were various Italian
speakers, notably a blind man
describing his experiences; a
paralympic ex-policewoman, a
dialogue between an autistic partly
sighted man, his carer and his sister as interviewer. We CDA Pilgrims followed these talks
thanks to our two BSL interpreters James and Lyn, but as there seemed to be no deaf
speakers after 90 minutes we left the conference.

We had lunch in a nearby restaurant then dispersed, some of us going to the nearby CISA,
Centro Internazionale Sant'Alberto, a Carmelite residence while a few walked to St Peter's
Basilica to visit the Holy Door. All of us gathered at the CISA for a minibus transfer to the
Basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls for evening Mass.

There we got seats in the left aisle behind many Italians, 45 Americans, 9 Irish and 2
Glaswegian Deaf pilgrims. The nave was full of many wheelchair users, disabled and some
deaf pilgrims from all over the world including India, Asia, Europe and other countries.

Some CDA Pilgrims exchanged
greetings and chats with the
nine Irish deaf pilgrims.

The Jubilee Mass was held with
many international Sign
Language interpreters including
our two BSL interpreters James
Fitzgerald and Lyn Kirwan, a
signing Italian choir, and a few
signing priests, including Fr. Paul
Fletcher, Fr. Ian Byrnes [A&B,uk]
Fr. Shawn Carey [Boston, USA] and Fr. Joe Mulcrone [Chicago]. After Mass our CDA
Pilgrims continued to chat with the Irish group before returning by minibus to the Centro
for our Evening Dinner.

The 4th day, Tuesday 29/4, we went by minibus to the Basilica of San
Giovanni Battista dei Fiorentini [St. John the Baptist], then walked all
the way up to St Peter's Square where we got seats for the 11am
“Catechesis” (basic religious education) from Abp Reno Fisichella and
various individual testimonies spoken in Italian with international
signing interpreters standing in front of these speakers facing us Deaf
pilgrims.

After the Testimonies we joined the queue for St Peter's Basilica and
Disabled access to the Holy Door. We went through the Holy Door
and stopped briefly just inside the right aisle by the Pieta to sign a prayer. We walked
around inside St. Peter’s and before the exit we passed the Monument to the Royal
Stuarts, including Henry the former Bishop of Frascati.

After leaving St Peter's, we walked to Via della Concilliazione and visited the Kairos Forum
Exhibition stall; there some CDA leaflets were on display! Then walked to Castel Sant'
Angelo and its Gardens where we were given packed lunches and found our deaf Irish and
American friends. Afterwards we dispersed, some of us walked back to Via della
Concilliazione for a snack and shopping, and others going on to the Spanish Steps/
Fountain + Pantheon. Fr Ian Byrnes [Arundel&Brighton Dioc.] was interviewed by a TV
channel reporter while resting near the Kairos stall. Once all of us had returned we then



walked to our taxi Pick Up Point… at the Basilica of
San Giovanni Battista. Inside the church, some of us
explored the exhibition of the Turin Shroud and
whilst there a heavy thunderstorm downpour
occurred outside. Afterwards the two minibuses
collected us and drove us back ‘home’ through a
beautiful bright double rainbow.

After our Evening Dinner, we had a group meeting
in the Centro’s Bar. Joselyn Taylor, CDA Chair, gave
each CDA pilgrim a souvenir gift of a Catholic Deaf
Association tote-bag with leaflet and a prayer card
for the deceased Pope Francis.

The 5th and last day, Wednesday 30/4, was again spent in the Eternal City. We were driven
to the Basilica of San Giovanni Battista. There was a meeting of the Worldwide Deaf
Community with Sister Veronica Donatello, the head of disability outreach for the Italian
Bishops' Conference, and Archbishop Fisichella, Pro-Prefect for the New Evangelization.
Speeches were given by 3 Deaf representatives from all the world, including Fr Paul
Fletcher. He led us all signing the Lord’s Prayer which was really powerful seeing everyone
signing the Our Father prayer in their own national sign language. Then Abp Fisichella
celebrated Mass interpreted into Sign Language with all the world’s Deaf pilgrims.

After Mass, we CDA Pilgrims
walked all the way to
restaurants near CISA for
lunch. Then we walked to
the Vatican Museums where
we were given tickets to
tour inside the museum.
James Fitzgerald got an
audio guide to help
translate some spoken
commentaries for us.

We began in the Pinecone
Courtyard and moved into

the Belvedere Palace where we toured the Greek and Roman galleries. After a snack in the
Museum Cafe, we finally got to the top floor where we walked through long Galleries of
Tapestries and Maps. While in the Gallery of Tapestries Fr Paul explained the meaning of
some tapestries as they showed biblical scenes. James Fitzgerald overheard a guide saying
one tapestry showed Jesus' eyes watching us tourists passing by! After these Galleries we
entered the top floor of the
Papal Palace and stopped
briefly in the Room of the
Immaculate Conception with Fr
Paul explaining about the
Immaculate Conception. We
toured the Raphael Rooms
where the frescoes were
painted by the famous 16th
Century Italian artist Raphael.
One room is the Hall of
Constantine, the first Christian
Roman Emperor. Theresa
Higgins explained about St
Helena, mother of Constantine the Great, being the patron saint of Colchester as she
Theresa had been Mayor of Colchester. In no time at all we had to leave and sadly we
were unable to visit the Sistine Chapel as it was closed in preparation for the forthcoming
Papal Conclave!

Back ‘home’ at the Centro, we met on
the terrace outside. Here we had
presentations of gifts by Joselyn Taylor,
CDA Chair, to the Kairos Forum
organisers, Cristina and Gill; also to our
interpreters, James Fitzgerald and Lyn
Kirwan; and finally to group leader Fr
Paul Fletcher [a green Jubilee Stole]. Fr
Paul asked Fr Ian Byrnes to bless him
and then thanked each of us. The
Kairos organisers Cris and Gill
presented each of us with a certificate
from the Dicastery for Evangelization



signed by Archbishop Fisichella who had officiated at that morning’s Mass for the
Worldwide Deaf.

The following day, Thursday 1st May, feast of St. Joseph the Worker, we left Centro
Giovanni XXIII by coach to Fiumicino airport and flew home to the UK with memories of an
exceptional Jubilee Pilgrimage to Rome.

Article by Ian Urquhart [edited with photos from various people via Fr. Paul]


