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Episode #12. Pope Francis avoids direct references to Rohingya
Muslims in Myanmar speech
In a highly anticipated speech in Myanmar on Tuesday, Pope Francis called for tolerance and “respect for
each ethnic group,” but did not directly address the plight of the Rohingya minority. Human rights
activists and others are disappointed by the omission, saying that Pope Francis missed a key opportunity
to champion the Rohingya’s cause.
Speaking alongside Aung San Suu Kyi, Myanmar’s de facto leader, and before military officials and
diplomats, the pope said that “the future of Myanmar must be peace… based on respect of the dignity
and rights of each member of society.” He also said that religious differences can promote unity and
tolerance, rather than division and distrust. Yet he did not mention the Rohingya by name -- seeming to
take the advice of church leaders, who had warned that doing so could worsen the situation and put
Myanmar’s small Catholic population at risk.
The United Nations, United States and United Kingdom have described Myanmar’s brutal military
campaign against the Rohingya Muslims as ethnic cleansing. Since August, more than 620,000 Rohingya
have fled to neighboring Bangladesh.
Chris:

Three months ago, Pope Francis spoke out against the persecution of the Rohingya. He even
called them “our Rohingya brothers and sisters.” But now -- when it really matters -- he
didn’t even address them by name. Jessica, I really expected more from him.

Jessica:

It IS disappointing, Chris. At the same time, I believe it was an agonizing decision for the
pope, and that it’s easy for people to criticize...

Chris:

An “agonizing decision,” Jessica? There was only ONE right choice! The Rohingya have been
driven out of their homes. They’ve had their villages burned and seen their family members
murdered. And Pope Francis -- one of the world’s most respected moral authorities -- doesn’t
acknowledge it? I just don’t understand.

Jessica:

He must have truly believed it would make matters worse. Before his visit, a militant group
threatened more violence against the Rohingya if the pope directly mentioned them. The
pope has proven in the past that he isn’t afraid to speak out against injustice. And no one
knows what he said to Suu Kyi in private...

Chris:

There’s no excuse, Jessica. Making a public statement would have shown Suu Kyi and the
rest of Myanmar that the world is watching. Private conversations don’t have that effect.

Jessica:

I’m not saying he made the right decision, Chris. Only that it must have been difficult.
Maybe, in time, he will apologize for not having been more direct. Remember that last
March, he asked the Rwandan president for forgiveness over the Catholic Church’s silence
during the genocide there...

Chris:

The Rwandan genocide was over 20 years ago! The Rohingya people can’t wait. By not
mentioning the crisis publicly and directly, I fear that the pope is allowing the violence to
continue.
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