
Publication:The Colorado Springs Gazette; Date:Apr 3, 2005; Section:Section A; Page Number:6   

 

 

CALL TO THE YOUTH  
Springs woman helped plan pope’s visit to Denver in 1993  
 

By PAMELA COSEL 
SPECIAL TO THE GAZETTE 

 

 
 

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE PHOTO - Pope John Paul II greets World Youth Day participants as he 
arrives for Mass in Aurora on Aug. 15, 1993. Some walked more than 16 miles from downtown Denver to 

Aurora.  
 

 
 
 
    It’s being said that Pope John Paul II’s legacy is larger than life, and millions mourn his passing. I am 
among them.  
 
    About 12 years ago, the world’s young people came to Denver because the Holy Father called them for 
“World Youth Day ’93.” He was younger, stronger and healthier then. It was a time before his ill health 
and need for a wheelchair. He had long recovered from the 1981 assassination attempt by 23-year-old 
Turkish terrorist Mehmet Ali Agca in St. Peter’s Square. Although John Paul II walked with a slight stoop, 



his smile radiated compassion and love. That was what more than 200,000 youths and young adults 
came to Denver to see and bask in.  
 
    I remember World Youth Day ’93 as if it were yesterday, so monumental was its nature. I worked as the 
internal communications and information services manager for this only staging of the international event 
in the United States. A Catholic for most of my life (now a member of New Life Church), I was ecstatic 
and honored to be part of the team that would welcome the world to the Rocky Mountain region. More 
than that, I was thankful to devote time to an event with a purpose to spread the Word of God.  
 
    World Youth Day was established in 1984 when the Holy Father announced on Palm Sunday his plans 
to hold the gathering for people ages 13 through 39. The first event took place in August 1986 in Rome. It 
since has been held in alternating years in other countries, its dates usually chosen to coincide with the 
Aug. 15 Catholic holy day of the Assumption of Mary into Heaven.  
 
    Pope John Paul II is respected for his values, admired for his strength, loved for his persona. His love 
of God and humankind endeared him to people of all nations. Because he saw youth as those who 
struggle to find the meaning of life, he believed in all young people and had a deep love for them. He took 
them seriously, and they responded to his message about the importance of faith in God.  
 
    He called on young people to make sacrifices. He spoke the truth candidly and the youth of the world 
looked to him to help them find the way to faith in Jesus Christ. His World Youth Day messages are direct 
and honest, and young people seem to like that.  
 
    The theme of World Youth Day ’93 as chosen by John Paul II was “I came that they might have life, 
and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).  
 
    What else would draw participants from around the world to live in empty schools, sleep on cots in 
church basements, or be housed in the bareness of the Denver Coliseum? What made them want to 
spend five days immersed in Bible study and worship services, then sleep outdoors on dusty ground at 
Cherry Creek State Park in vigil before the pope’s sunrise Mass?  
 
    They were seeking the way to a full life.  
 
    In their official roles, President Bill Clinton and Vice President Al Gore came to Denver to spend time 
with the Holy Father. They talked of nations working together for peacekeeping, human rights, religious 
freedom and democracy throughout the world.  
 
    The spirit of World Youth Day is one of a pilgrimage of faith, so we event planners incorporated a 
pilgrimage walk into the week’s events.  
 
    The faithful walked more than 16 miles along busy highways from downtown Denver to Cherry Creek 
State Park in Aurora. Temperatures had been in the 90s that week. By the time participants began the 
walk en masse at 9 a.m. Saturday morning, the temperature was close to 80 degrees. Despite the 
burning sun, the pilgrims undertook the challenge with enthusiasm. Late nights and early mornings 
throughout the week didn’t dissuade them from the trek.  
 
    They arrived at the park that afternoon hot and dusty but in high spirits. Groups of people sang, prayed 
and threw Frisbees. Some napped under beach umbrellas.  
 
    World Youth Day had been planned to incorporate six official languages and translation services, and 
one didn’t have to walk far to hear a conversation in Italian, Spanish, French, German, Polish or English. 
The pilgrims exchanged small mementos they had brought from home to trade with new friends from 
other countries.  
 
    The setting sun brought lower temperatures and revived the wilted campers. Many stayed awake all 
night. For others, sleep came in spurts on the hard ground. I found a three-hour window and sought sleep 
in the back of a Chevy Suburban, knowing I needed rest before the pope’s arrival the next day.  
 
    The Sunday morning Mass was free and open to the public who began to arrive at 4:30 a.m. The Mass 



was scheduled to begin at 9:30 and last three to four hours. A second wave of arrivals of all ages swelled 
the crowd to more than 250,000, all of whom had come to hear the message of faith and hope expressed 
by Pope John Paul II.  
 
    Hundreds of priests distributed Holy Communion to the crowd in keeping with the liturgy of the Catholic 
Church. The pontiff spoke of the sanctity of God’s gift of human life. He invoked the World Youth Day 
theme in these words and acknowledged his pride in those gathered there:  
 
    “The Eighth World Youth Day is a celebration of life. This gathering has been the occasion of a serious 
reflection on the words of Jesus Christ: ‘I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly’ (John 
10:10).  
 
    “Young people from every corner of the world, in ardent prayer you have opened your hearts to the 
truth of Christ’s promise of new life. Through the sacraments, especially penance and the Eucharist, and 
by means of the unity and friendship created among so many, you have had a real and transforming 
experience of the new life which only Christ can give.  
 
    “You, young pilgrims, have also shown that you understand that Christ’s gift of life is not for you alone. 
You have become more conscious of your vocation and mission in the Church and in the world. For me, 
our meeting has been a deep and moving experience of your faith in Christ, and I make my own the 
words of Saint Paul: ‘I have great confidence in you, I have great pride in you; I am filled with 
encouragement, I am overflowing with joy’ (2 Cor 7:4).”  
 
    With the pope’s passing, it will surely be said he lived his life to the full. Count me among those who 
will miss him and the wisdom of his words.  
 
Pamela Cosel of Colorado Springs worked nearly a year to help organize Pope John Paul II’s visit 
to Denver in 1993.  

 

 

 


