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TESTIMONY - HOW I FOUND JESUS – 08
California woman to be baptized by pope at Easter Vigil
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0900984.htm      

By Carol Zimmermann, Catholic News Service March 3, 2009
WASHINGTON -- This year, parishioners at St. Joseph Church in Modesto, Calif., are more excited than usual about Easter.
That's because 40 of them, along with their pastor, Father Joseph Illo, will be in Rome during Holy Week, and one person in their group, Heidi Sierras, will be baptized by the pope during the Easter Vigil at St. Peter's Basilica.
Sierras will be in a group of five -- representing different areas of the world -- who will be baptized by Pope Benedict XVI April 11. The 29-year-old mother of four will represent North America.
"It's hard to put into words how I feel," Sierras told Catholic News Service in a March 2 telephone interview from her home in Ceres, Calif. "I feel honored. It's an amazing opportunity."
Father Illo said the whole parish was caught up in the excitement. "If she were a different type of person, they might be envious," he added, but because she is so nice they are glad for her.
Getting picked for an event of this magnitude falls somewhat in the "it's all about who you know" category, because each year, just in the United States alone, tens of thousands of people are baptized during the Easter Vigil.
Sierras learned of the possibility of the papal baptism more than a year ago after a St. Joseph parishioner who frequently visits Rome found out from a friend of a friend of a Vatican official that there was an open slot for a North American representative to be baptized by the pope in 2009.
The parishioner gave this news to Father Illo, who in turn asked the director of the parish's Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults program to choose someone. The participant would have to stay in RCIA for an additional year. After several letters were exchanged between the parish and the Vatican, Sierras was told it was official.
Sierras, who had no religious upbringing, began attending Mass with her husband, who is Catholic, about three years ago. When she started asking him questions about the Catholic faith, he advised her to take part in RCIA at St. Joseph.
Now, after more than two years in the program, her questions have been more than answered.
She said the weekly classes reviewed "every aspect of the Catholic faith," which confirmed her desire to join the church. "I have no doubts this is what I want to do," she added.
Sierras is one of 34 people in RCIA this year at St. Joseph. The Easter Vigil, during which catechumens and candidates are received into the church, is the culmination of what is typically a yearlong RCIA program.
Father Illo described the Easter Vigil as the "mother of all vigils."
He told CNS Feb. 25 that there have been many years when he has remained in the quiet church afterward, long after the congregation has gone home, just to "bask in the glow" of the newly baptized.
This year's Easter Vigil at St. Peter's Basilica will hold even more significance for the priest. He said it would be "an affirmation of my priesthood" in which he will have the opportunity to "almost be a collaborator with the pope and the RCIA process -- working together to bring people to the sacraments."
A double blessing, he said, is that while he is in Rome, his bishop, Stockton Bishop Stephen E. Blaire, will celebrate the Easter Vigil at St. Joseph.
Sierras planned to leave for Rome April 2 with her husband and two of their children. The group of parishioners joining them has obtained tickets to many of the papal liturgies during Holy Week. Sierras, along with others to be baptized at the Easter Vigil, will attend morning catechesis sessions and afternoon tours of churches.
"I think I'm going to have a lot of opportunities to think, prepare, pray and reflect on all this and not get too caught up," she said.
And in the meantime, she has already talked a fair amount about her faith. News of her upcoming, and unique, baptism has put her choice to become Catholic in a public spotlight and has raised all kinds of questions from friends, family members and co-workers at the veterinary clinic where she works.
"It's incredible," she told CNS. "My weakness is that I tend to be shy but now I have a good opportunity to evangelize."
Mom’s gift from Pope

http://www.ncregister.com/site/article/18045/
By Tim Drake, May 1, 2009
Heidi Sierras had the experience of a lifetime: The California mother was baptized, confirmed, and received Communion from Pope Benedict XVI. 

Sierras was one of five people from around the world to receive the sacraments from the Pope during the Easter Vigil at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. She was the sole representative from the Americas to receive the privilege. She spoke with Register senior writer Tim Drake about the experience and what it feels like to be a new Catholic.

Tell me about your preparations for the Easter Vigil.
We practiced what we were to do a couple of times. It was a little difficult because the two priests who were demonstrating what we were going to be doing didn’t speak English very well. After the second time around, I got the hang of it. We were done about 11 a.m. We had to be back at St. Peter’s at 7:30 p.m. The five of us being baptized sat right up near the altar, two on one side of the aisle and the other three of us on the other side of the aisle.

What was the Easter Vigil like?
I was so nervous that my heart was pounding and I felt like everyone could see me shaking. Yet, when I went up to be baptized, I looked at the Pope and it was overwhelming. I kind of wanted to look away, but couldn’t. It was like he was piercing you with his eyes. 

I leaned my head over the baptismal font, and he poured water on my head three times. Afterwards, I was given a white shawl to put around my shoulders and a 3-foot-tall baptismal candle. I carried the candle with me throughout the rest of the Mass.

After I was baptized, I felt so calm and at peace. I felt like I was floating through the rest of the Mass and wasn’t nervous at all.

For confirmation, he anointed the crown of my head with oil. It was quite fragrant. Afterward, everyone wanted to kiss my head.

For Holy Communion, we knelt on a kneeler before the Pope and received the host, which had been dipped into the cup.

It wasn’t until after I had received Communion and returned to my pew to kneel in prayer that I broke down and started crying. I felt a feeling of completeness. Always before when I had attended Mass, I felt an emptiness. I couldn’t fully participate in Mass and receive Jesus, who I had been longing to receive. Once I was able to receive him, I felt complete.

Did the Holy Father exchange any words with you?
Yes, when I brought up the gifts and knelt before him, he held my hands. "So, you’re the one from America?" he asked. I replied, "Yes." He said, "Oh, good; it’s nice to meet you."
One of the neat things was that after the Easter Vigil we processed out and went into a side room near the "Pietà," where the Pope was. There, I was able to shake his hand and kiss his ring. He said something to me in Italian that I couldn’t understand. At that time, I was given my baptismal certificate and a rosary.

What did family or friends say to you afterward?
My daughter kept commenting that I looked different. She said, "I can’t put my finger on it, but you look different in your eyes. You look happy."
After the Mass, when I walked out of St. Peter’s, everyone was outside in the plaza waiting. My husband was in tears. People were welcoming me to the Church. Some people hugged me. Others were crying. It was a moment of tremendous happiness and joy.

Aside from the Easter Vigil, were there any other highlights?
The Passion service was one of my favorites. The cross was covered with a cloth, and the Pope unveiled it. When the Pope went up to venerate the cross, they took everything off of him — including his shoes — except for his alb, and then he went up and kissed the cross. That was a neat thing to see. Seeing the Pope stripped of everything was really emotional. It was like he was so exposed. Spiritually, it was incredible.

I understand that your time of celebration was also marked with sorrow.
Yes, my father passed away before we left on our trip. He wanted to be cremated, so they waited until after I got back and had a service for him. Sorrow and joy seem to go together.

What did you do while you were in Rome?
We visited a lot of churches. We took a bus tour of the Forum and saw the Coliseum. We visited St. Mary Major and St. Paul Outside the Walls. We also visited the catacombs. 

Our parish priest, Father Joseph Illo, celebrated Mass in the catacombs. It was dark, damp and humid, but it was really incredible. 

Being with all of the saints and martyrs kind of solidifies your faith. Seeing the tombs and knowing what people went through for their faith was quite an experience. I wish that everyone could go there and experience that.

We also visited the Scala Sancta — the marble stairs before Pilate that Jesus climbed and that St. Helena had brought to Rome. 

The stairs are covered with wood to protect them, but there’s an opening on each so that as you climb the stairs on your knees in prayer you can reach down and touch each step. Early during Holy Week I was able to climb the stairs and pray.

