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I followed the Pope 
into the darkened 
Basilica. I was so 
close that I could 
here his aide 
whisper to him.

I served for

The day

Pope

Benedict

Matthew Carlin is 
on the final path to 
priesthood after being 
ordained as a Deacon 
this year. Here he 
shares ‘the most 
memorable night of my 
life’ – serving for Pope 
Benedict XVI in Rome.

The second time I met Pope 
Benedict XVI was probably 
the most memorable evening 
of my life. 

You might imagine that 
being introduced to the Holy 
Father, the Supreme Pontiff, 
the Vicar of Christ, would be 
unforgettable enough.  This, 
however, was something really 
special. 

The occasion was a prayer 
vigil celebrating the Feast of 
St John Vianney (patron of 
diocesan clergy) and the end of 
a year when the Pope had asked 
the faithful of the world to pray 
– especially for priests. 

A small group of seminarians 
were asked to serve for the Holy 
Father at the vigil. At the time I 
was in my first year at the Scots 
College in Rome. I have never 
seen more priests gathered in 
one place. 

St Peter’s Square was set-
out with chairs to accommodate 
around 10,000 clergy who had 
come to Rome for the evening as 
a pilgrimage. 

Beyond the seated enclosure, 
a crowd of several more tens 

of thousands had gathered – 
Romans, pilgrims and tourists, 
all drawn by the chance to see 
Benedict. After an hour or so 
of prayer led by priests from 
around the world, the Pope 
arrived and gave an uplifting 
and encouraging reflection 
on the enormous blessing of a 
vocation to the priesthood.

The Blessed Sacrament was 
then exposed on a mobile altar 
set before the great doors of 
the Basilica. Finally, the Pope 
solemnly blessed the crowds 
with the monstrance in the 
Roman twilight. 

My job for the evening was 
simple: carry the Holy Father’s 

miter to him, then follow 
immediately behind in the final 
procession, back into St Peter’s 
Basilica.   

Times of real excitement 
always seem to pass in a flash.
This was no different. 

Those few hours in the square 
were over before I could really 
take stock of the situation. 

It was not until we began the 
procession that the enormity of 
the moment struck me. 

I followed Pope Benedict 
into the darkened Basilica, the 
spiritual centre of the Catholic 
world. I was so close that I could 
hear his aide whisper to him 
as we approached the steps by 
which every visitor enters. 

The interior was in near-
darkness, save for the moonlight 
which shone through the high 
window and shimmered down 
on the polished marble floor, 
and, in the distance, a dozen oil 
lamps which burn perpetually 
around the Confessio – the 
location of the tomb of Peter, 
the fisherman who failed his 
Lord and died the chief of the 
Apostles. 
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