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Pope hugs anti-Christian Hindu nationalist
Indian Catholics compare meeting to Hitler's greeting Vatican officials
https://www.churchmilitant.com/news/article/francis-hugs-racist-hindu-nationalist
Dr. Jules Gomes, Vatican City, November 2, 2021
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Indian Christians are exploding with outrage after the Vatican released photographs of Pope Francis and India's anti-Christian prime minister Narendra Modi clasped in a warm embrace. 

India's religious minorities and secular-minded Hindus — who regard Modi as a racist, populist, nationalist and Hindu-supremacist politician — recoiled in horror at the images of Modi and Francis during a papal audience Saturday.  
Christians asked if Francis had addressed the persecution of minorities that has peaked under Modi, with Christians and Muslims ending up "harassed, arrested, beaten, raped or dead," a July report by researchers from the London School of Economics (LSE) noted. 

Indian Catholics posted memes dovetailing Francis' meeting with Modi with propaganda images released by the Nazi regime showing photographs of Adolf Hitler warmly greeting high-ranking Vatican officials with the caption: "History repeats itself." Other Christians compared the embrace to the "kiss of Judas," as Hindus responded with mock images of Modi wearing papal robes and holding the pope's crosier — hailing the ultra-right-wing leader as "Modi the pope."

"Francis welcomed two murderers in one morning with only affirmations and no call for repentance," a Catholic priest from South India told Church Militant on condition of anonymity. "Narendra Modi's policies kill Christians and Muslims; Joe Biden policies massacre unborn babies." 

Optics in Light of Oppression

Alerting Church Militant to the "Niagara of memes on social media," former president of the 102-year-old All India Catholic Union John Dayal explained how "the responses to [Francis meeting Modi] sharply delineated the fault lines in the Christian community in India."

Dayal, a two-term member of the prime minister's National Integration Council, observed: 

The two cardinals in Kerala are jubilant, the remainder of Catholics underwhelmed, the denominational and independent churches phlegmatic, a section of the Muslim population apprehensive and civil society a little annoyed.

Filmmaker Anand Patwardhan quite correctly asked if the pope gave the Indian PM an earful on the custodial death of octogenarian and ailing Fr. Stan Swamy, arrested on fake charges and repeatedly denied bail. Stan belonged to the Society of Jesus, of which Pope Francis is also a member. The Jesuits had lobbied internationally for the release of Fr. Stan.

Cardinal Baselios Cleemis Thottunkal, former president of the Catholic Bishops' Conference of India (CBCI) claimed the meeting would enhance "human fraternity and caring for the poor because that's what Christianity stands for." 
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"It would bring in positive efforts in India for a mutual trust and collaboration between people of different religious groups. It would also contribute to the very need for dialogue," the cardinal told The Indian Express. 

But Chennai-based Dr. Joshua Iyadurai, director of the Marina Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies in Religion, told Church Militant "the hug will not heal the wounds of the persecuted Church in India." 
"I am surprised that the pope was silent on human rights violations against religious minorities, the Dalits [untouchables], the marginalized and human rights activists, including Fr. Stan Swamy," Iyadurai said. 
"The hug is great optics for the forthcoming Goa election, where Catholics constitute 25% of the population," he added, explaining that Modi's invitation to Francis to visit India "could be with an eye on the next general election."

[Video]

Modi's invitation to Francis to visit India and the pope's acceptance of this visit comes after the prime minister repeatedly snubbed Indian bishops who asked him to permit the pontiff to visit India. 
Earlier, LSE ethnographers found "thoroughly evidenced experiences of exclusion, discrimination, harassment, bullying, intimidation, violence, and injustice," with Indian Christians and Muslims living under "imminent existential threat."

“Vigilante mob lynchings and attacks, state harassment, attempts to drive Muslims and Christians from their land and their homes, and censorship have not lessened, but are rather metamorphosing in new and disturbing ways," the researchers reported, pointing a finger at "the dominance of Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the national level." 
Francis OK with Hindu Nationalism

Historian Christophe Jaffrelot, in his book Modi's India: Hindu Nationalism and the Rise of Ethnic Democracy, shows how Modi has moved India towards a Hindu nationalist democracy that "equates the majoritarian community with the nation and relegates Muslims and Christians to second-class citizens who are harassed by vigilante groups."

Modi became a permanent member and activist in India's extremist far-right paramilitary Hindu organization — the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), Jaffrelot writes, explaining how the RSS merges Hinduism with nationalism, viewing India as a sacred land as much as a motherland. 
While Francis has repeatedly attacked Western leaders like former U.S. President Donald Trump, Hungary's Viktor Orbán, Brazil's Jair Bolsonaro and Italy's Matteo Salvini as populists and nationalists, he has remained silent on Modi's extreme Hindu populist and nationalist politics. 

As chief minister of Gujarat, Modi was accused of initiating and condoning the infamous intercommunal "Godhra riots" that led to 1,044 dead, 223 missing and 2,500 injured.

In 2005, invoking a law passed in 1998 that makes foreign officials responsible for "severe violations of religious freedom" ineligible for visas, the United States Department of State banned Modi in 2005 from traveling to the United States due to his alleged role in the attacks.

In a peer-reviewed study of 35 documents, Dr. Prashant Waikar, senior analyst at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies in Singapore, examines how Modi articulates "Hindutva's conception of a racialized hierarchy." 

Modi's Preference: White Elites

"Modi has a racial preference for whom he hugs, which is borne out by the figures from Africa," a study in The Caravan notes.

Modi has only visited eight of Africa's 54 countries and "Uhuru Kenyatta, the president of Kenya, is the only African leader he has hugged. On his two trips to South America, he did not hug the leaders of Argentina and Brazil."

"He has been photographed meeting the leaders of 71 countries but has only hugged those of 23 countries," the study concludes, observing that Modi tends to limit his hugs to nations' leaders who are either wealthy or white. 
Vatican's Subtle Messaging

Reporting on the meeting, Vatican News made no reference to Modi's violently anti-Christian and Islamophobic reign of terror. 

The Holy See Press Office issued a terse note stating: "During a brief conversation, the cordial relations between the Holy See and India were discussed."

A Vatican insider told Church Militant "Francis' meetings with world leaders are tightly choreographed, and no picture is unintentionally or accidentally released."

"If the pope did not want the world to see him hugging Modi, the images would not have been published," he added.

Vatican, India confirm Pope-Modi meeting
https://mattersindia.com/2021/10/vatican-india-confirm-pope-modi-meeting/
Jose Kavi, New Delhi, October 28/29, 2021
The meeting of Pope Francis and Prime Minister Narendra Modi has been confirmed by the Vatican and the Indian government.
“During my visit to Italy, I will also visit the Vatican City, to call on His Holiness Pope Francis and meet Secretary of State, His Eminence Cardinal Pietro Parolin,” says a statement Prime Minister Modi issued October 28 before his departure for a two-nation journey.

On the same day, Asia News, a Catholic news agency published from Rome, reported that the Vatican has confirmed Modi’s 30-minute talk with the Pope at 8:30 am on November 30.

“For Prime Minister Modi, this meeting is politically significant. In power since 2014, the Indian leader had never requested an audience at the Vatican before,” the agency reported.

Earlier on October 27, the Kerala Catholic Bishops’ Council said it had come to know about the Modi-Pope meeting from official circles. “There is no doubt that this historical meeting will bring more vigor and warmth to relations between our nation, the Vatican and the Catholic Church,” said the council’s statement in Malayalam.
The Kerala bishops’ council wished success to the prime minister’s programs in Rome and Italy.

Prime Minister Modi’s statement on his Rome visit was issued by the Press Information Bureau, the Indian government’s nodal agency that disseminates information to media on government plans, policies, program initiatives and achievements.

The statement pointed out that the prime minister is visiting Rome and the Vatican City at the invitation of his Italian counterpart Mario Draghi. He will then be at Glasgow in Scotland November 1-2 on invitation from the British Prime Minister Boris Johnson.

In Rome, Modi will attend the 16th G20 Leaders’ Summit that will address global economic and health recovery from the pandemic, sustainable development, and climate change.

“This will be the first in-person Summit of the G20 since the outbreak of the pandemic in 2020 and will allow us to take stock of the current global situation and exchange ideas on how the G20 can be an engine for strengthening economic resilience and building back inclusively and sustainably from the pandemic,” stated the prime minister.

Asia News says Modi’s meeting with the Pope is “politically important for India, as it is the first visit to the Vatican by the Hindu nationalist leader, head of the government since 2014.”

The agency also points out that Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) includes “radical groups that openly claim that Christians are a threat to Indian identity, going so far as engaging in violent anti-Christian behavior.”

The last meeting between a Pope and an Indian prime minister was in 2000 when Atal Bihari Vajpayee, also a BJP member, met in Pope John Paul II.

Pope Francis had in September 2016 received an official Indian delegation for the canonization of Mother Teresa of Calcutta. On that occasion, the Modi government was represented by then External Affairs Minister late Sushma Swaraj.

Meanwhile the meeting raises hope for a possible papal visit to India. Although the Indian Church has requested the government several times to invite the pope. An official invitation has never arrived from New Delhi because of the opposition of radical Hindu nationalists, Asia News reports.

According to the news agency, two Popes have travelled to India – Pope Paul VI in 1964 to Bombay (now Mumbai) and John Paul II in 1986 to 14 cities and to New Delhi in 1999.

Prime Minister Modi invites Pope Francis to India
https://mattersindia.com/2021/10/prime-minister-modi-invites-pope-francis-to-india/
Vatican City, October 30, 2021
Prime Minister Narendra Modi on October 30 invited Pope Francis to India.
The Indian premier, who is in Italy to attend the G-20 summit, extended the invitation during his a one-on-one meeting with the Pope in Vatican City.

“Had a very warm meeting with Pope Francis. I had the opportunity to discuss a wide range of issues with him and also invited him to visit India,” the prime minister tweeted from his personal account.

The Vatican’s official statement said Modi’s visit with the Vatican’s secretary of state Cardinal Pietro Parolin was brief and that “the cordial relations between the Holy See and India were discussed.”

The Press Trust of India news agency reported that the meeting was scheduled for 20 minutes but lasted an hour.

The prime minister was accompanied by India’s National Security Advisor Ajit Doval and Foreign Minister S Jaishankar.

The two leaders reportedly discussed the need to arrest climate change and remove poverty to make the planet better place to live.

The pictures of Modi and the Pope hugging each other have gone viral on social media platforms.

A day earlier, India’s Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla had told the press that the prime minister’s talks with the Pope had no set agenda. “I believe tradition is not to have an agenda when you discuss issues with His Holiness. And I think we respect that. I’m sure the issues that will be covered would cover a range of areas of interests in terms of the general global perspectives and issues that are important to all of us,” Shringla added.
In Rome Modi on October 29 interacted with people of various communities, including Indians c and friends of India from different organizations.

The prime minister also paid floral tributes at the bust of Mahatma Gandhi in Rome.

Pope Francis had hoped to visit India and Bangladesh in 2017. After negotiations with the Indian government dragged on, the Pope went instead to Bangladesh and Myanmar.

It is the first-ever one-to-one meeting between Prime Minister Modi and Pope Francis, the head of the Catholic Church.

Modi, a member of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), is the first Indian Prime Minister Pope Francis has met since becoming Pope on March 13, 2013.

The last Pope to visit India was Pope John Paul II came to New Delhi to promulgate the 140-page Asian Synod Document, “Ecclesia in Asia” (Church in Asia), at the Sacred Heart Cathedral on November 6. Atal Bihari Vajpayee, also of the BJP, was the then prime minister.

The Asian Synod was the special assembly of the bishops of Asia at the Vatican April 19 to May 14, 1998.

John Paul II, who is now a saint, had earlier visited India February 1-10, 1986. During the “Apostolic Pilgrimage to India,” the Pope traveled around 20,000 kilometers to 14 cities across India.

Pope Paul VI was the first leader of the Catholic Church to visit India when he came to Mumbai (then Bombay) in 1964 to attend the International Eucharistic Congress.

Indian Catholics thrilled, but cautious over Modi’s invitation to Pope

https://mattersindia.com/2021/10/indian-catholics-thrilled-but-cautious-over-modis-invitation-to-pope/
New Delhi, October 30/31, 2021 

Catholics in India seem overjoyed that Prime Minister Narendra Modi has invited Pope Francis to visit the country.
Prime Minister Modi met the Pope in the morning of October 30 at the Vatican and the Indian leader invited the Pope to visit the country. The meeting scheduled for 20 minutes reportedly lasted nearly an hour.

“We are confident that this meeting will result in a better understanding and a deeper mutual respect between the Church and government,” says press statement the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India issued later in the day.

The bishops noted that the two leaders had “very pleasant and a warm meeting” where they exchanged “meaningful gifts.”

The prime minister gave the Pope a silver candelabra and a book, The Climate Climb: India’s strategy, actions and achievements. The Pope gave Modi a collection of his main teachings and a bronze medallion featuring a tree and the words in Italian “The desert will become a garden.”

Meanwhile the bishops of Kerala hailed the invitation to the Pope as commendable and “a matter of great joy for all Indians, especially Christians.” The whole world looks at the pope as the voice of spirituality and humanity and the decision to invite him to India will enhance India’s image among the nations, says a press statement from the Kerala Catholic Bishops’ Council (KCBC).

The papal visit, the Kerala bishops say, will enhance brotherhood and cooperation in India’s multicultural society.

Capuchin Father Suresh Mathew, editor of Indian Currents, a leading Catholic weekly, wants Christian leaders in India to shed diplomacy and express their concern for religious freedom and protection of human rights. Father Mathew wants Christians in India to become faithful to Jesus’ teachings and redefine the Church’s mission against “the backdrop of the sociopolitical changes” in India during the past seven and half years.

The editor of the Church weekly says Modi’s “courtesy call” could be exploited for electoral advantage by Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party in Goa and Manipur, among the five states where assembly elections are due in early 2022.

Father Maria Stephen, the public relations officer of the archdiocese of Bhopal, too thinks that the BJP could exploit the meeting for electoral advantage. The nation looks forward to the “courtesy call” to impact on religious freedom, change in sociopolitical scenario where Christians have become “soft targets.”

John Dayal, spokesperson of the All India Catholic Union, expressed the hope the papal visit “will materialize early next year.” The lay leader noted that the Pope had told Modi “politely that countries prosper if there is good governance assuring the rights and welfare of the common people.”

Jesuit social activist Irudhaya Jothi sees the invitation as “very shrewd” move and part of the global corporate agenda of the Indian leader and his advisers. “Apparently the Church will be excited in the centers but the periphery will as usual be going through the daily dose of annihilation,” warns the Jesuit who now works in the northeastern state of Tripura.

Father Ajay Kumar Singh, an activist in the eastern Indian state Odisha, views the Modi-Pope meeting an important event in the backdrop of large scale violence against Christians in India. The visit will give the Pope “firsthand experience of the ground realities of Christians in India.” Father Singh warns that the papal visit could provide the BJP “a foothold in northeastern India and other parts of the country with substantial Christian presence.”

Joseph Sodder of the Association of Concerned Catholics, a lay movement, wants the papal visit to lead “to better ties and a change for the better.” The lay leader, a lawyer, too wants the Pope to visit India in the near future.

Divine Word Father Babu Joseph, a former CBCI spokesperson, says the Pope-Modi meeting will go down in history as “a momentous occasion that will prompt a perceptible change in relations between India and the institution of the Church.” The meeting, he adds, “promises a better appreciation of the Church led service delivery systems in India that have done immense good to this country’s progress trajectory.”

Capuchin Father Thomas Sebastian, former President of Vignananilayam, College of Philosophy and Theology, at Janampet in Andhra Pradesh says, “If something good comes out it instead of political gain, well and good.”

Father K M Sojan, an Indian Camillus priest serving in Uganda, sees the meeting as part of diplomatic relationship apparently to appease the minority Christian community in India. “I don’t, right now, expect anything positive will happen due to this meeting, only because it is Modi,” who has given “plenty of promises that have remained mere promises.”

John Mathews, a lay leader in Ahmedabad, hopes the prime minister will not let the invitation to remain a “formality” but “really proves the strong leadership by addressing the concerns of the Christian community in our great country.”

Ingrid Rosario, the former headmistress of Ahmedabad’s St. Xavier’s School, Loyola Hall, views the invitation as a good gesture that sends a message of good will. The visit will boost ecumenism and prove that Christians are peace loving people, who are open to others, she says.

Angeleena Mantosh Jaslani, the first woman president of Catholic Association of Bengal, really hopes the Pope would take “the invite and comes to India. West Bengal should be on his visit as it is the city of our mother.”

Father Faustine Lobo, the spokesperson of the Church in Karnataka, welcomed the meeting and Modi’s invitation to the Pope. “We will cooperate with the government in hosting” the Pope, said the priest, who remarked that the prime minister could have consulted the Church heads in India before going to Rome.
“We hope this invitation is not just to New Delhi as a political guest, but to the Catholic community as a recognition of what the Church has contributed to India,” he added.

Archbishop Kuriakose Bharanikulangara of Faridabad says India has been waiting for the Pope’s visit for a long time. The meeting and invitation will help improve the relationship of the Catholic community and the government,” said the archbishop, a former Vatican diplomat.

Bishop Antony Prince Panengaden of Adilabad says the Pope’s visit “will be an occasion of blessing for India and it will be a historic moment.”

Father Abin Kunnapalli, assistant priest of St Francis of Assisi Church, Dilshad Garden, recalled his personal meeting with the Pope in 2019 and expressing Indian Catholics’ eager waiting for the papal visit. “The Pope replied that he is also eagerly waiting to visit India, but need to get an invitation from Prime Minister Modi,” the priest told Matters India.

Catholic Church in India ‘Excited’ Over Prime Minister’s Invitation to Pope Francis to Visit
The Hindu nationalist Indian prime minister extended the invitation during an Oct. 30 meeting with the Holy Father at the Vatican.

https://www.ncregister.com/news/catholic-church-in-india-excited-over-prime-minister-s-invitation-to-pope-francis-to-visit
Anto Akkara, November 2, 2021 

The Church in India has hailed the meeting between Pope Francis and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who extended a long-awaited invitation to the Pope to visit India during their Oct. 30 meeting at the Vatican.
“We are excited and happy over the meeting and the invitation to the Holy Father to visit India,” Archbishop Felix Machado, secretary-general of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India (CBCI), told the Register Nov. 1.

“Had a very warm meeting with Pope Francis. I had the opportunity to discuss a wide range of issues with him and also invited him to visit India. @Pontifex,” Prime Minister Modi tweeted after the “historic” meeting, which was scheduled for 20 minutes but went on for almost an hour. 

When he met the Holy Father during his trip to Rome to attend the G20 meeting, Modi became the fifth Indian prime minister to call on a pope at the Vatican.

“The Holy Father has been eagerly awaiting this invitation to visit our country. He was disappointed when the [government] invitation did not materialize [in 2017],” said Archbishop Machado in a telephone interview from his Diocese of Vasai, near Mumbai.
Pope Francis had even contemplated a visit to India in November 2017 when he visited the United Arab Emirates and Bangladesh. 

Cardinal Charles Bo of Myanmar told this correspondent in an interview in 2018 that Myanmar was instead included to the trip at the last minute, as the Indian government’s invitation did not come through.

“The fact that the Pope described the invitation as ‘the greatest gift’ shows the keenness of the Pope to visit India,” said Archbishop Machado, who served as secretary of the Pontifical Council for interreligious Dialogue for 15 years at the Vatican.

“The Vatican will now work on the visit and consult with the government, as it is a diplomatic visit. It is a long process,” added Archbishop Machado.
“The choice of venues will be decided by the Vatican, though many regional demands would arise for the Pope to visit them. Our [CBCI] role in this is minimal,” remarked the bishops’ secretary-general when asked about how the CBCI would deal with it.

Remembering John Paul II’s Trips
In fact, prominent dailies in the Christian heartland of Kerala have published details of the 1986 visit of Pope John Paul II when he visited four cities in the state, hoping for a repeat visit from Pope Francis. 

Pope John II visited 13 Indian cities during his 10-day whirlwind trip in February 1986, while his second visit in November 1999 was confined to New Delhi alone to release Ecclesia in Asia, his post-synodal exhortation following the special Asian synod held in Rome in the spring of 1998. 

The first Pope to visit India was Pope Paul VI, who visited Mumbai for the International Eucharistic Congress in 1964.
From regional Church bodies to Catholic organizations, the local faithful immediately hailed the news of Prime Minister Modi, who heads the Hindu nationalist BJP government, extending the much-awaited official invitation to the Pope, a request repeatedly raised by Indian Church leaders and groups. India has nearly 20 million Catholics among the nation’s 32 million Christians, who account for 2.32% of India's 1.38 billion people; 80% of the population is Hindu, and more than 14% are Muslim.

The three cardinals of India — Cardinal Oswald Gracias of Mumbai, the CBCI president and a member of the Pope’s “council of cardinals”; Cardinal Baselios mar Cleemis, Catholicos of the Syro-Malankara Church; and Major Archbishop Cardinal George Alencherry of the Syro-Malabar Church — had jointly called on Modi in January to reiterate this appeal.
Amid Indian media running banner headlines about the meeting and the invitation to the Pope to visit the country, excited Catholics, from laypeople to nuns and priests, have taken to social media expressing their “joy” over the possibility of Pope Francis visiting India soon.

“Miracles are possible. We will pray now [for the success of the visit],” said Jesuit Father Joseph Kalathil, who is based in eastern Odisha state. He also posted a photo of the Pope and Modi embracing each other.  

Cautious Reactions
However, senior Church analysts — wary because of the targeting of Christians and other religious minorities by Hindu nationalist extremists since Modi was first elected in 2014 — are cautious in their reaction about what it portends for the country amid frequent continuing attacks on Christian targets, especially in BJP-ruled states.

“The prime minister’s invitation to Pope Francis to visit India is a noteworthy event,” said Salesian Father Joe Mannath, national secretary of the Conference of Religious India (CRI), which comprises 2,000 religious brothers, 102,000 nuns and 25,500 priests.

“Whether the evident mutual warmth [from the Vatican meeting] will be the beginning of a new era of greater mutual trust and collaboration is something we cannot predict at the moment,” Father Mannath told the Register when asked about the invitation and possible papal visit.

John Dayal, a prominent lay Catholic leader, told the Register that “the Pontiff will have to assure the Indian Christian community — Oriental Rites, Latin Rite and the many denominations and independent churches — that he has their welfare at heart.”

Outspoken Jesuit Father Cedric Prakash, based in Modi’s home state of Gujarat, told the Register, “The visit, if it ever takes place, besides scoring some political ‘brownie’ points for the BJP in upcoming elections, will surely not have any positive effect on on-the-ground realities.”

“Modi and his ilk in the Sangh Parivar [Hindu nationalists] have seized political power mainly by denigrating, demonizing and attacking minorities like Christians and Muslims. They will surely not like to give up their core competency, as evidenced in recent statements by their functionaries,” cautioned Father Prakash.

“Let the visit of the Pope be an instrument to change the minds of those who nurture and preach hatred against religious minorities,” remarked KC Venugopal, national general secretary of the opposition Congress Party, referring to the Hindu nationalists. 

‘A Pilgrimage’
Archbishop Machado told the Register that “the Vatican has vast expertise to deal with any political agenda.”

“India is not just a country, but a civilization,” Archbishop Machado added. “For the Pope, with a keen interest in dialogue, it will be a pilgrimage to this country.”
The hug unplugged

https://mattersindia.com/2021/11/the-hug-unplugged/
chhotebhai, Kanpur, November 3, 2021
Has Pope Francis sold his soul to the devil? Oops sorry, I meant Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Christians in India awoke on October) 31 morning to see screaming headlines accompanied by a large photograph of Pope Francis and Narendra Modi hugging each other.
It evoked mixed reactions. Going by those in the Catholic media it would seem that Pope Francis had lost it, by conceding so much public space to the ever camera ready Modi.

I read and study what Pope Francis says. I also get daily bulletins from Rome. Pope Francis has his head and heart in the right place. He is not a fool or a coward to be carried away by photo ops with Modi. He would have done his homework thoroughly before the meeting, as evidenced by his gift of a medallion for Modi’s mother. A prominent Catholic leader, in a recent article, has gone to the extent of questioning Pope Francis’ commitment and concern for the Christian community in India!

Why are we getting panicky? I feel that some of these erudite commentators are like frogs in the well telling whales how to swim in the mighty ocean. To unplug the significance of the hug we need to study the dramatis personae.

Anybody who has been closely following this pontificate, as I certainly have been, would vouch for Pope Francis being a genuine person. He is straightforward, not a soft diplomat. If left leaning Christians in India are aghast at this meeting we have the right wing in the USA who were even more aghast at his meeting with Joe Biden, calling him a good Catholic, and for not calling him out for his party’s pro-choice (read pro-abortion) stance. Pope Francis, like Jesus himself, has his fair share of critics because he is not a status quoist.

Look at some of his recent high profile engagements. A couple of years ago he met the Grand Imam Ahmad Al-Tayyab of the Al Azhar mosque, Cairo, Egypt; during his Abu Dhabi visit. This mosque is considered the greatest seat of learning for the Sunni Muslims. This March, during his visit to Iraq, he met the 90-year-old Grand Ayatollah Sayyid Al-Hussayni Al-Sistani, the head of the Shia Muslims, in Najaf.

Not standing on ceremonies, Francis took off his shoes to enter the Ayatollah’s house as per their custom. He is only following in the footsteps of his mentor, St Francis of Assisi, who at the height of the Crusades, walked all the way to Egypt to meet Sultan Malik-el-Kamil, the leader of the Saracens (Muslims).
Lest Christians from Sister Churches (I detest the British era term “denominations”) feel left out, recall that he warmly embraced (emphasis embraced) Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew and welcomed the head of the Anglican Communion, Archbishop Justin Welby of Canterbury to his recent inter-religious meet.

I will rest my defense of Pope Francis with two quotes from his encyclical Fratelli Tutti. “Myopic, extremist, resentful and aggressive nationalism are on the rise … Love, justice and solidarity are not achieved once and for all; they have to be realized each day (FT 11). And again, “The best way to dominate and gain control over people is to spread despair and discouragement, even under the guise of defending certain values” (FT 15). Francis’ words are equally applicable to the despairing frogs in the well as to the photo optic whales in the ocean.

Now to the other persona – Modi. It is common knowledge that he is inordinately camera conscious, even pushing away those who block the view. The classic example is of his donning saffron robes to meditate in a temple cave in Kedarnath on the eve of the Lok Sabha elections in 2019. Since electioneering had stopped he found an excellent way to say everything without opening his mouth. We cannot fault him for his astuteness.

Writing in the Indian Express on the day that the photo-op appeared, Liz Mathew wrote that the BJP was eyeing its voter base in Goa and Manipur (both due to go to the polls shortly) as also Kerala and the North East. Which politician is not looking for such opportunities? Critics of the Congress could say the same for Priyanka Gandhi shedding crocodile tears for the slain farmers in Lakhimpur Kheri.

The editor of the Satyadeepam, a Catholic journal from Kerala, was critical of the meeting. Father Suresh Mathew, editor of Indian Currents, asked the Pope to shed diplomacy and express concern for religious freedom and human rights. These worthies have been quick to judge the Pope. The only ones who have expressed unabashed support are the Catholic bishops of Kerala who have hit the headlines for all the wrong reasons in the recent past.

Unfortunately, while the government of India has assiduously issued statements of what transpired at the hug, obviously emphasizing climate change and Covid; there is no official communique from either the Vatican or the Nunciature in India. This is where they can be faulted; resulting in all kinds of conjectures in the Christian community in India.

All we heard was about the inscription on the bronze plaque prepared by artist Daniela Fusco that the Pope presented to Modi. It read “The wilderness will become a fruitful field” (Is 32:15). It is indicative of the transition “from selfishness to sharing, from war to peace, the change that takes place when men and women open their hearts to the authentic values of growth and social harmony”. We do not know how forcefully the Pope put this message across to Modi.

For me the more worrying issue is Modi’s invitation to the Pope to visit India, an invitation that was graciously accepted. This is where I am uncomfortable. By virtue of the official invitation this automatically becomes a State visit, replete with a ceremonial Guard of Honor and State protocol. I have always found this abhorrent.

Even well meaning Hindus question why such preferential treatment should be accorded to one who is essentially a religious, not political leader? The Vatican City State is just a consequence of history from the last century and should not be given over-arching consideration.

This aberration was further heightened when Pope John Paul II paid his second visit to India in 1999, for the release of his encyclical “Ecclesia in Asia”. His grossly insensitive remark that the third millennium was for the conversion of Asia, well and truly set the cat among the pigeons. How could he have been so naïve? I don’t blame the Hindus for faulting a state guest for making such a statement at Government expense.

I equally fault the CBCI for earlier going to the Prime Minister literally begging him to invite the Pope to India. Why couldn’t the CBCI invite the Pope as a religious leader, minus all the state protocol? That would have greatly reduced the antagonism to a papal visit.

Another noteworthy point. Nobody has taken cognizance of Ajit Singh Doval, the former master spy, and now National Security Advisor, being part of the Indian delegation to the Vatican. What was his role when no security threats were involved? He is believed to be the master strategist (other than poll management that is Amit Shah’s role). It is he who plans the much touted “surgical strikes”. Remember that Modi asked for the meeting with the Pope. He again made the surprising announcement of the invitation to India, catching our bishops red faced with their red skull caps and sashes! Another master stroke from Doval.

If on the one hand Christian leaders in India have been caught off guard by the hug; then so has the RSS and Hindutva brigade, that immediately linked the invitation to a moratorium on religious conversions. The hug is over. Let us now see how the proposed papal visit unfolds.

Political gainsaying apart, I personally feel that the Pope’s sincerity and charisma may have touched our Prime Minister. Post the hug, it will be difficult for the so-called fringe elements to tom-tom their bugbear on conversions. Watch this space.

(The writer is the convener of the Indian Catholic Forum. He may be contacted at noronha.kp@gmail.com 9415130822.)
A corrigendum: Rev Suresh Mathew of Indian Currents informs me that he had asked the Indian hierarchy and not the Pope to shed diplomacy. The error is deeply regretted.
Readers’ comments:

No doubt, the meeting with the Pope was yet another “stunt” for Modi. Nothing else! Do you think that the Pope’s hug will work a wonder in Modi’s life? NEVER.
The Pope expected an invitation from Modi. What else? All his words, the message of Memento will not have any effect on the crooked-minded Modi.
Even if the Pope’s visit to India takes place, it will be just an “extravagant event”. The atrocities on minorities will continue as long as Modi-Shah rule the country. –M.L. Satyan
Transparency, accountability, trust and dialogue are his preferred ways of proceeding. The Holy Father loves inter-religious dialogue and inter-faith prayer sessions. With such effective weapons, Pope Francis has won the hearts and minds of several hard-core traditionalists in different parts of the world. Indian shepherds and their flocks deserve a visit from the Holy Father. The Honorable Indian PM has done his bit by extending an invitation to the Pope to visit this splendid country of ours. Now is the time to start preparing spiritually for this momentous Papal visit. –Dr. Cajetan Coelho
Jesus was accused of being in the company of sinners and eating with them. Like his Master, Pope Francis is an inclusive person. To me, he is less political and more humane. Something good may turn as a result of the meeting of these great leaders.
I found the article objective and well researched. –Leela Kallarackal
Pope Francis is just following the footsteps of his Master, Jesus. Yes he is very inclusive, and everyone receives Christ like approach from him. –Sr. Grace
I agree with you totally … thank you for expressing in words what many might have been thinking in bits and pieces! It is an excellent summing of the entire drama staged by the crooked minded! Hope the Indian hierarchy tries to grow beyond Modi strategies. Thank you for being the voice of the entire Christian thinking community in India. –Sowmya
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