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Pope meets Orban in worldview clash
Pro-Orban media, political figures launch barbs at pontiff
BUDAPEST: Pope Francis met yesterday with 
Hungarian premier Viktor Orban-whose tough 
views on migration clash with those of the pontiff-at 
the start of a brief visit to Budapest where he will 
also celebrate a mass. The head of 1.3 billion 
Catholics-in Hungary to close the International 
Eucharistic Congress-met Orban, accompanied by 
his deputy and the president, behind closed doors 
in Budapest’s grand Fine Arts Museum.  

On the one hand, the Hungarian prime minister is 
a self-styled defender of “Christian Europe” from 
migration. On the other, Pope Francis urges help for 
the marginalized and those of all religions fleeing 
war and poverty. The pope’s approach to meet those 
who don’t share his worldview-eminently Christian 
according to the pontiff-has often been met with 
incomprehension among the faithful, particularly 
within the ranks of traditionalist Catholics. “I asked 
Pope Francis not to let Christian Hungary perish,” 
Orban posted on his Facebook page following a 
photo of the two shaking hands. The Vatican in a 
statement after the meeting described it as “cordial”. 

“Among the various topics discussed were the 
role of the church in the country, the commitment to 
the protection of the environment, the protection 
and promotion of the family,” the statement said. 
Over the last few years, there has been no love lost 
between Orban supporters in Hungary and the 
leader of the Catholic world. Pro-Orban media and 
political figures have launched barbs at the pontiff 

calling him “anti-Christian” for his pro-refugee sen-
timents, and the “Soros Pope”, a reference to the 
Hungarian-born liberal US billionaire George Soros, 
a right-wing bete-noire. 

 
‘Work together’  

Eyebrows have also been raised over the pon-
tiff ’s whirlwind visit. His 
seven-hour-long stay in 
Hungary will be followed 
immediately by an official 
visit to smaller neighbor 
Slovakia of more than two 
days. In his first address 
during his visit-to 
Christian and Jewish lead-
ers after meeting Orban as 
well as the country’s bish-
ops-Pope Francis warned 
of “the threat of anti-
semitism still lurking in Europe and elsewhere”. 
“This is a fuse that must not be allowed to burn. And 
the best way to defuse it is to work together, posi-
tively, and to promote fraternity,” the pontiff said 
seated. Hungary’s 100,000-strong Jewish communi-
ty is one the largest in Central Europe. 

The 84-year-old pontiff’s 34th foreign trip comes 
two months after a colon operation that required a 
general anaesthetic and a ten-day convalescence in 
hospital. “Sorry if I spoke sitting down. I’m not 15,” 

the pope said. The Argentinean regularly reminds 
“old Europe” of its past, built on waves of new 
arrivals. In contrast, Orban’s signature crusade 
against migration has included border fences and 
detention camps for asylum-seekers. Orban’s sup-
porters point instead to state-funded aid agency 
“Hungary Helps” which works to rebuild churches 

and schools in war-torn 
Syria, and sends doctors 
to Africa. 

Orban’s critics, howev-
er, accuse him of using 
Christianity as a shield to 
deflect criticism and a 
sword to attack oppo-
nents while targeting vul-
nerable minorities like 
migrants. Days before the 
pope’s arrival posters 
appeared on the streets of 

the Hungarian capital-where the city council is con-
trolled by the anti-Orban opposition-reading 
“Budapest welcomes the Holy Father” and showing 
his quotes including pleas for solidarity and toler-
ance towards minorities. 

 
‘Not here for politics’  

Orban-who is of Calvinist Protestant back-
ground-and his wife-who is a Catholic- attended 
the Pope’s mass later to close the 52nd International 

Eucharistic Congress at the vast Heroes’ Square in 
Budapest. Around 75,000 people have registered 
to attend the event, with screens and loudspeakers 
placed the length of a main boulevard near the 
square to allow others to follow the ceremony. “We 
are not here for any politics, but to see and hear the 
pope, the head of the Church. We can hardly wait to 
see him. It is wonderful that he is visiting Budapest,” 
Eva Mandoki, 82, from Eger, some 110 kilometers 
east of the capital said. It is the first papal trip to 
Hungary since Pope John Paul II in 1996. —AFP

BUDAPEST: Pope Francis greets faithful as he arrives in an open vehicle for a Holy Mass at the end of an International Eucharistic Congress in Budapest yesterday during his papal visit to Hungary. —AFP

KABUL: Taleban fighters have taken over the glitzy 
Kabul mansion of one of their fiercest enemies - the 
warlord and fugitive ex-vice president Abdul Rashid 
Dostum. Now in the hands of rank and file Taleban 
fighters, the opulent villa has given the austere 
Islamists a peek into the lives of Afghanistan’s former 
rulers, and they say the luxury is the proceeds of 
years of endemic corruption. Along an endless corri-
dor with a thick apple-green carpet, a young fighter 
sleeps slumped on a sofa, his Kalashnikov rifle resting 
against him, as exotic fish glide above him in one of 
seven giant tanks. 

The fighter is part of the personal security detail 
of Qari Salahuddin Ayoubi - one of the new 
regime’s most powerful commanders - who 
installed his company of 150 men in the mansion on 
August 15, the day Kabul fell. The luxury AFP saw 
on a tour of the mansion would be unimaginable for 
most ordinary Afghans. Huge glass chandeliers 
hang in cavernous halls, large soft sofas furnish a 
maze of lounges and an indoor swimming pool is 

finished with intricate turquoise tiles. 
It even boasts a sauna, a Turkish steam bath and a 

fully equipped gym. It is an out of this world experi-
ence for the new occupants, who for years sacrificed 
creature comforts for rebellion - living on their wits in 
the plains, valleys and mountains of rural Afghanistan. 
But the new head of the household - now the military 
commander of four provinces - makes it clear his men 
will not get used to the luxury. “Islam never wants us 
to have a luxurious life,” Ayoubi told AFP, adding lux-
ury comes in paradise, “the life after death”. 

 
‘The thieves’ quarter’  

The mansion’s owner, Dostum, is a notorious figure 
woven into the fabric of Afghanistan’s recent history. 
A former paratrooper, communist commander, war-
lord and vice president, he was the very definition of 
a cunning political survivor who weathered over four 
decades of conflict in war-torn Afghanistan. 

Despite a series of war crimes linked to Dostum’s 
forces, the former Afghan government hoped his mili-
tary acumen and seething hatred of the Taleban would 
help them survive. But his stronghold was overrun and 
the greying 67-year-old fled across the border to 
Uzbekistan. Dostum is widely suspected to have 
hugely profited from the corruption and embezzle-
ment that discredited the former government. 

Several officials illegally took land to build luxu-
rious mansions in one neighborhood, earning it the 
nickname “Thieves’ Quarter” among locals. In one 
wing of the enormous house, Taleban fighters 
relaxed in a massive tropical greenhouse of several 
hundred square meters under a huge glass roof. 
That is overlooked by a mezzanine dominated by a 
dark wood bar - a testament to the reported deca-
dent tastes of a general renowned for a penchant 
for late nights and strong liquor. The Taleban have 
good reason to hate Dostum. — AFP 

Pontiff urges  
help for the  

marginalized 

KABUL:  Taleban fighters sit inside the home of the Afghan 
warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum in the Sherpur neighborhood 
of Kabul. —AFP

BUDAPEST: Pope Francis, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban (left) and Hungarian President Janos Ader (back cen-
ter) exchange gifts during their meeting in the Romanesque 
Hall of the Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest. —AFP
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