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POPE'S VISIT TO AZERBAIJAN: A TEST FOR UNIVERSAL FRATERNITY
Teoman Ertugrul TULUN

Analyst

Pope Francis, the spiritual leader of the Roman Catholic Church and the head of state of
Vatican City, will make an official visit to Azerbaijan on October 2. This will be the last leg
of Pope Francis Caucasus region visit. This visit is important for multiple reasons.

Firstly, this visit is important for Azerbaijan. Pope Francis has multiple identities. He is not
only an important religious leader, the head of Catholic Christianity, but he also serves as
a head of state. His visit to Azerbaijan will show that such an important individual does not
discriminate among countries in an important region engulfed in conflict. By visiting
Azerbaijan, he will have visited all three states in the South Caucasus. This shows his
commitment to the development of relations between states irrespective of religious
affinities. Thus, this visit of an important foreign religious leader and a head of state can
be considered as an important gain for Azerbaijan in the international diplomatic arena.

Secondly, this visit is important for Muslims in general. His visit to a predominantly Muslim
country such as Azerbaijan in a region engulfed in conflict will be closely watched in the
region and also by other predominantly Muslim countries such as Turkey.

There are key issues that Azerbaijanis and others will closely look at during Pope's visit to

Azerbaijan. During his visit to Armenia back in June, Pope Francis had brought up the
controversial allegations. During a speech delivered in Armenia, he approached the
Armenian revolt during First World War in a one-sided manner and referred to the 1915
events as an Armenian genocide. By doing this, not only did he distort historical facts, he
also disregarded the atrocities committed against Ottoman Muslims by Armenian
revolutionary committees and gangs that operated within the Ottoman Empire before,
during, and after 1915.

Firstly, Azerbaijanis will monitor Pope Franciss visit to see if this omission of historical
suffering of Muslim people at the hands Christian people will become a pattern and lead
Pope Francis to make careless remarks about issues that are of importance to
Azerbaijanis. For example, Azerbaijanis will look to see if the Pope mentions the Khojaly
Massacre committed by Armenian groups during the Karabakh War. They will further
observe if Pope Francis will make a call to Armenians (in Armenia) to come to terms with
the crimes their fellow Armenians had committed against Azerbaijanis.




Secondly, Azerbaijanis and other Muslims will look at Pope Francis comments on Armenias
continued occupation of Azerbaijans territory. They will await if he makes any calls to
Armenia to stop its occupation of not only the Nagorno-Karabakh region, but also the
adjacent seven regions of Azerbaijan. Pope Francis, in his visit to Armenia, mentioned
Armenias occupation of Azerbaijans territory only in passing. This unfortunate action was
done despite the fact that Azerbaijan had petitioned him to make a call to Armenia to
withdraw from the homes and the lands of Azerbaijanis invaded by armed forces linked to
Armenia.[1]

Pope Francis not only mentioned the Nagorno-Karabakh occupation only in passing, he
also ensured Armenians (in Armenia) that he would talk to Azerbaijanis about why they
should make peace despite the fact that a portion of Azerbaijani homeland is under
occupation. In his return from Armenia trip, he stated that,

I will speak to the Azerbaijanis about the truth, of what | have seen, of what | feel. |
will encourage them too. | have met the President of Azerbaijan and have spoken
with him. | will also say that not making peace on account of a small patch of land []
because that is all it is [J means something grim . . . But | say this to all, Armenians
and Azerbaijanis. Perhaps you arent agreed on the modalities of peacemaking, and
this you have to work on.[2]

Azerbaijanis will expect him to explain how the expulsion and the ensuing suffering of
millions of Azerbaijanis from their homes can be simply explained away as a conflict over
a small patch of land.

Thirdly, Popes Francis visit to Azerbaijan is also important for Vatican foreign policy. The
world will observe whether or not Pope Francis will make any contribution to Vatican
foreign policy by further developing the relations with an important rising regional power
like Azerbaijan and its people who have a long vibrant history and culture.

Perhaps it would be in the best interest of Pope Francis, and certainly in the best interest
for the continued development of Vatican foreign policy, if he increases the time he will
spend in Azerbaijan. It is unfortunate that his visit to Azerbaijan is the shortest among the
visits he has made or planned in the Caucasus region. His visit to Azerbaijan will not even
last for 12 hours, whereas he had allocated three days for his visit to Armenia.[3] It is also
unfortunate that has chosen to simply meet with only key figures in Azerbaijan such as
the President ilham Aliyev and Haji Allahshikiir Hummat Pashazade, Sheikh ul-Islam,
Grand Mufti and chairman of the Religious Council of the Caucasus. Yet it would have
been considerate if he had planned a meeting with the ordinary people of Azerbaijan as
well. Would such an action not send the Muslims of Azerbaijan and rest of the Muslims in
the world a message that he actually truly cared about the Muslim-Catholic relations?

The Holly See Press Office had announced that the motto for the visit to Azerbaijan will
be, "We are all brothers". The Press Office stated that the inspiration for the motto came
from the words written in the Gospel of Matthew and the overall teachings of the Roman
Catholic Church which state that all men are part of a single family were called to the
fraternity and friendship.[4] Wouldnt a more comprehensive visit to Azerbaijan truly show




the Popes firm belief of these Roman Catholic Church values, whether one is a Muslim or a
Christian?
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