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The Hungarian Catholic Church in the Current Migration Crisis?

A magyar katolikus egyhaz szerepvallalasa a migracios valsag
kezelésében

Abstract

Due to the Balkan route and the geographical position of Hungary, the country be-
came one of the most important stops of the current European migration crisis.
Those asylum seekers who entered the EU in Greece continued their way via Mac-
edonia, Serbia and Hungary towards Western Europe. The Hungarian Parliament
amended certain penal and constitutional acts and the government completed the
construction of a border fence in September 2015. These measures were highly
criticized by some European politicians. Sometimes, even the Hungarian Catholic
Church and its leaders were chastised for not doing enough for the migrants.

In this paper | briefly present the policies of the Hungarian Catholic Church to-
wards the migrants past and present. | will show the constraints which the church
had to take into consideration and finally | will refute claims that the Hungarian
Catholic Church did not do enough to help the migrants by examples of humanitar-
ian assistance provided by the church and other ecclesiastical organizations.

Keywords: Migration, Catholic Church, State-Church relation, charity organi-sati-
ons, refugees
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A migransok altal igénybe vett nyugat-balkani utvonal és Magyarorszag féldrajzi
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gransoknak.

! Nemzeti Kbzszolgalati Egyetem, Hadtudomanyi és Honvédtisztképz6 Kar — National University of
Public Service, Faculty of Military Science and Officer Training, E-mail: ujhazi.lorand@uni-nke.hu,
ORCID: 0000-0002-1630-8208.

2 The work was created with the support of the Zrinyi Miklos habilitation excellence programme operated
by the National University of Public Service in the PACSDOP-2.1.2-CCHOP-15-2016-00001 “Public Ser-
vice Development Establishing Good Governance” project.

213



ALOMTUDOMANY

HADTUDOMANYI| SZEMLE

2018. XI. évfolyam 2. szém
-

A magyar kormanyzat megel6z6 intézkedéseit kbztudottan szamos nyugati poli-
tikai erd kritizalta. Kevésbé ismert tény, hogy a Magyar Katolikus Egyhazat is
elmarasztaltak. Ahhoz, hogy jobban megértsiik a katolikus egyhaz allaspontjat, ér-
demes azokat a huszadik szazadi, magyarorszagi menekiiltvalsagokat is
megvizsgalni, amelyek kezelésében a katolikus egyhaz részt vett. A jelenlegi val-
sagnal pedig nem lehet figyelmen kiviil hagyni azokat a korlatozé tényezéket és
biztonsagi  kockazatot jelent6  szempontokat, amelyek a  katolikus
segélyszervezetek tevékenysége kapcsan is jelentkezhetnek. A tanulmany ezeket
a szempontokat vizsgalja.

Kulcsszavak: migracio, Katolikus Egyhaz, allam-egyhaz kapcsolat, segélyszerve-
zetek, menekliltek

Due to the Balkan route and the geographical position of Hungary, the country became one
of the most important stops of the current European migration crisis. Those asylum seekers
who entered the EU in Greece continued their way via Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary to-
wards Western Europe, especially Germany. The Hungarian Parliament amended certain
penal and constitutional acts and the government completed the construction of a border
fence in September 2015.2 These measures were highly criticized by some European politi-
cians. Sometimes, even the Hungarian Catholic Church and its leaders were chastised for
not doing enough for the migrants.*

In this paper | briefly present the policies of the Hungarian Catholic Church towards the
migrants past and present. | will show the constraints which the church had to take into con-
sideration and finally | will refute claims that the Hungarian Catholic Church did not do enough
to help the migrants by examples of humanitarian assistance provided by the church and
other ecclesiastical organizations.

. HUNGARIAN CATHOLIC CHURCH AND MIGRANTS — A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The Current migration crisis is not the first one in Hungary’s history. After the First World
War, Armenian Christians fled to the country from Romania® and Turkey. Between 1867 and
1918 the foreign policy of Austria-Hungary was directed from Vienna. Thus, Hungary could
not officially react to the Armenian Genocide during the First World War. When after the war
Hungary became fully independent, she actively helped the Armenian refugees who reached
Hungary.® Although the Armenian Catholic Church has been present in Hungary since 1690,

3Jozsef, Padanyi: Miiszaki zar a hataron. Miiszaki Katonai Kézlény, 2015/3, 21-34.

4 Hans Schelkshorn: Zur Ideologie der Neuen Rechten in Ungarn. http://www.zeitgemaess-gla-
uben.at/cms/auslese/266-zur-ideologie-der-neuen-rechten-in-ungarn. (Downloaded: 16 Mar 2016.)

5 Miklés, Gazdovits: Az erdélyi 6rmények torténete. Kriterion, Kolozsvar, 2006.

6 Péter Pal, Kranitzz Az 6rmény népirtds menekiiltiei Magyarorszagon. In: Ujkor.hu http://uj-
kor.hu/content/az-ormeny-nepirtas-menekultjei-magyarorszagon. (Downloaded: 16 Mar 2016.)
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the modification of the borders of Hungary meant that most of the Armenian Catholic parishes
became part of Romania. Because of the influx of large numbers of Armenian Catholics to
Budapest, the Catholic Church had to set up new institutions for their spiritual needs. In 1922
a chaplaincy was founded and in 1924 the construction of the Armenian Chapel of Budapest
was also completed. This holy place has served the needs of Armenian Catholics of Buda-
pest ever since.

After the German and Soviet occupation of Poland, more than thousands of Polish refu-
gees found protection in Hungary.” The Hungarian Catholic Church took an active part in
providing spiritual and humanitarian assistance to the refugees.® In the October of 1939 Karol
Radonski, diocesan bishop of wloclaweki, arrived to Hungary to organize the pastoral activity
of Polish priests in Hungary. The bishop was able to work freely and with the permission of
the Cardinal-Primate Jusztinan Serédi. Cardinal Serédi also subsidized the operations of the
Polish Chaplains’ Office from 1940, and the publishing of Polish religious books and church
newspapers. All Hungarian diocesan bishops gave jurisdiction to Polish priests to work in
their territory and provide spiritual assistance to the migrants. Priests working in the Polish
military refugee camps were subordinated to the Hungarian Military Chaplaincy. Therefore
these chaplains, from the financial aspect at least, had enjoyed the same rights as the Hun-
garian military chaplains.®

In 1940 the dioceses set up the committees for the Polish priests’ relief organisations for
the Polish priests, which raised funds for food, clothes, praying books and fuel among the
chaplains.1® Furthermore, the single dioceses and bishops supported the Polish priests with
a certain amount of money too. But the Conference of Bishops had to warn these committees
to consider that Hungary was a German alley therefore they should act as unobtrusively as
possible. After the German occupation of Hungary, Cardinal Serédi attested Hungarian
church offices to some Polish priests to protect them from arrest and deportation.*

This historical example also helps us to understand that the possible activities of the
church and its institutions have always been limited by civilian, political and security circum-
stances outside the church’s control. Not only the hierarchy of the Church, but the faithful of
parishes helped the Polish refugees. The Hungarian state was unprepared to deal with the

" The certain number of the Polish refugees is debated. Gyula Juhasz: Diplomécia iratok Magyarorszag
kllpolitikajahoz 1936—1945.(DIMK) 1V. kotet; Magyarorszag kulpolitikaja a Il. vilaghaboru kitérésének
id6szakaban. Akadémiai Kiadd, Budapest, 1962; Gyula Juhasz: Magyarorszag lengyel politikaja a ma-
sodik vilaghaboru alatt. In: Antal Laszl6 (ed.): Baratok a bajban. Lengyel menekultek Magyarorszagon,
1939-1945. Eurépa Kényvkiado, Budapest, 1985, 7-32.

8 Imre, Molnar: A magyar katolikus egyhaz és a lengyel menekiiltek. Magyar Szemle, 2007/7, 103-119.;
Magyar Egyhaztérténeti vazlatok, 2009/1-4, 247.

9 Pal, Halmagy: Lengyel katonak Magyarcsanadon 1939-ben. In: Pal, Halméagy (ed.): Lengyel katonai
menekdulttdbor Magyarcsanadon. Mako, 2003.

10 Gabor, Adrianyi: Lengyel menekdiltek és a magyar katolikus egyhaz 1939-1945. Magyar egyhaztér-
téneti vazlatok, 1999/3—4.

11 Erzsébet, Csombor: A lengyel lelkészi hivatal miikdése Magyarorszagon a masodik vilaghaboru
idején. In: Istvan, Bardos — Margit Beke (eds.): Egyhazak a valtozé vilagban. Tatabanya, 1992.
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migration crisis, thus the Red Cross, the Catholic Church and its parishes and organizations
were mobilized to ensure the reception and the sustenance of the refugees.?

In the above mentioned crisis, the hierarchy of the Church mainly focused on pastoral
assistance and other aspects were not as important. During the last years of communist rule
and immediately after the collapse of the regime, the Hungarian Catholic Church faced an-
other migration challenge. This crisis was different, because the humanitarian aspects be-
came the central element of the assistance provided by the church. In the second half of the
1980s numerous, mostly ethnic Hungarian refugees arrived from Romania into the country.3
This was the first occasion after the Second World War when the Catholic Church played a
role to ease the problem. The state apparatus again was not prepared to deal with the mi-
gration crisis; moreover there were some political difficulties because the refugees were flee-
ing another communist country. The churches were the only non-state actors which were
capable of helping the asylum seekers, they had international contacts and they were the
only semi-independent organizations with the necessary expertise in Hungary.'* In 1988 the
new Archbishop of Esztergom, Laszlé Paskai, supported this approach, and also wrote a
letter to the president of the European Parliament about the Catholic Church’s activities
providing assistance to approximately five thousand people. Because of its vicinity to the
Romanian boarder, the Saint Anne Parish in Debrecen became a centre of this effort. Despite
the church being under overt and covered state control the results were impressive and the
church earned a lot of prestige in the country and abroad. However, the support for the
church’s actions was not universal because the issue of Transylvania was controversial in
Hungary.t®

The other mass migration event started during the summer of 1989 due to events in the
German Democratic Republic. This crisis was as tricky politically as the Transylvanian one
because the country of origin of these migrants was also a socialist country. The Holy Family
Parish in Budapest, which has close links to the Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of
Malta, reacted quickly and provided shelter to thousands of East German refugees. The par-
ish priest, Father Imre Kozma, helped to set up camps for more than forty thousand people.
The cooperation with the Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of Malta was important,

2 Imre, Molnar: A magyar katolikus egyhaz és a lengyel menekuiltek. Magyar Szemle, 2007/7, 103—-119.
13 Endre, Sik: Erdélyi menekiiltek Magyarorszagon. In Rudolf, Andorka — Tamas, Kolosi — Gyérgy, Vu-
kovich (eds.): Tarsadalmi Riport. TARKI, Budapest, 1990, 516-533; Gyérgy, Csepeli — Endre, Sik —
Jozsef, Tarjanyi — Tibor, Zavecz: Jelentés az erdélyi menekiiltekrél. Gyorsjelentések. TARKI, Buda-
pest, 1989.

14 Veronika, Kaszas: Magyarorszagi egyhazak az erdélyi menekiiltekért 1987 és 1989 kozott. Egyhaz-
torténeti Szemle, 2012/4, 70-89.

15 Endre, Sik: A menekdiltekkel kapcsolatos el6itéletesség ndvekedésének elkeriilhetetlensége a mai
Magyarorszagon. In: Endre, Sik: (ed.): Menekil6k, vandorlok szerencsét probalok. Nemzetkdzi Migra-
ci6 Kutatécsoport Evkényve, MTA Politikai Tudomanyok Intézete, Budapest, 1992, 59-64.
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because this was the only large charity organization free from direct state interference in
those days-.16

This charity organization provided a lot of assistance during the wars in the former Yugo-
slavia because in that period tens of thousands of refugees entered the country from the
region. One way the volunteers of the Catholic organizations helped, was by assisting the
admittance of ill and wounded people to Hungarian hospitals in the 1990’s. In 1992 more
than sixteen thousand new refugees arrived, forty-eight percent of them Bosnian Muslims.
The influx of refugees continued in the following years so in 1994 the Hungarian Catholic
Church and other Catholic NGOs increased their charity operations by creating soup-kitch-
ens and distributing clothes in the large cities of Southern Hungary where most of the refu-
gees lived.

These historical events share some similarities. First, the state alone was unable to han-
dle the mass refugee situations because of political complexities and structural shortfalls.
Second, the Catholic Church and the faithful have always actively helped the refugees in
need. However, the freedom of the church to act was constrained by internal and external
political circumstances.

II. HUNGARIAN CATHOLIC CHURCH AND THE CURRENT MIGRATION CRISIS

In this crisis Hungary is just a transit country for the vast majority of migrants,’ who would
like to find asylum in Western Europe.'® Therefore the main responsibility of catholic charity
organizations is limited to providing humanitarian care such as food, shelter and medical
assistance.® Thus there is no need to set up programs which offer long term support and
integration programs for these migrants.

The Hungarian Catholic Caritas, which was re-established in 1991 as the formal charity
organization of the Hungarian Conference of Bishops, played a very important role in this
effort.?° It was assisted by the volunteers of the Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of
Malta, the Sant’Egidio community and other private associations of faithful and the members
of religious orders.

Two years before the main crisis in Hungary, in 2013 the Catholic Caritas signed a coop-
eration agreement with the Hungarian Office of Immigration and Nationality, which included
distributing clothes, beddings and toiletries to the refugee centres in Bicske, Balassagyarmat

16 Rendszervaltok — Kozma atya. http://kozmaimre.hu/archivum/category/ujsagcikkek (Downloaded: 22
Mar 2016.)

17 Europe's refugee summit: Do not send me your huddled masses.
http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21649712-emergency-meeting-brussels-produces-inadequ-
ate-plan-save-migrants-do-not-send-me-your. (Downloaded: 22 Mar 2016.)

18 http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21662597-asylum-seekers-economic-migrants-and-resi-
dents-all-stripes-fret-over-their-place-looking (Downloaded: 22 Mar 2016.)

19 Ungarn: Kirchen in Asylhilfe aktiv, jedoch keine Quartiergeber. http://kath.net/news/51919 (Down-
loaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

20 Homepage of the Hungarian Catholic Caritas http://www.karitaszkozpont.hu/ (Downloaded: 30 Mar
2016.)
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and Debrecen.?! The humanitarian assistance provided by the Hungarian Catholic Church
was not focused just on those people who reached Hungary because the Conference of
Bishops has already transferred quick financial aid to the Caritas of Irag to ease the crisis
caused by the growth of the Islamic State.??

In 2015 the scope of the 2013 agreement with the Office of Immigration and Nationality
was expanded to include the refugee centres in Nagyfa and Kiskunhalas too. At other loca-
tions the Catholic Caritas distributed food, baby formula, toiletries and thousands of bottles
of mineral water to the refugees.?® Furthermore the Catholic Caritas also signed a coopera-
tion-agreement with the Istvan Karolyi Children’s Home in Fét. This institution is responsible
for looking after refugee children who arrive without parents into Hungary. Here, Caritas vol-
unteers provide psychosocial and free time activates to children.?*

During the summer of 2015 the Catholic Caritas and the Order of Malta participated in
easing the conditions of the migrants who were stuck in Budapest. The Order of Malta moved
one of its ambulances to the Keleti Railway Station which had become a hub for the mi-
grants.?> Members of the Sant'Egidio Community played a useful role during the crisis be-
cause their interpreters speaking Eastern languages made communication with the migrants
more efficient.2® The doctors belonging to the Order of Malta and other volunteers gave med-
ical help in Budapest, Szeged, Gy6r and later Roszke. Volunteers distributed toys and other
donations for children as well. However helping these people was not easy because lots of
refugees were distrustful of Christian relief organizations. Therefore, these institutions de-
cided to operate undercover, without wearing the symbols of their organizations. Részke was
also the focus for refugees coming to Europe. Many refugees were sleeping outdoors. So
the volunteers of the Catholic Caritas distributed blankets, sleeping bags and baby formula.
Over a week church organisations provided medical care for more than 1000 refugees and
they distributed 7000 packs of medicine.

When the government decided to provide transportation to the Austrian-Hungarian border
for the refugees same local chapters of the Caritas started their own programs in

2L Eniké, Nagy: Menekltlgy: 6sszefognak a karitativ szervezetek.
http://ujember.hu/a-katolikus-karitasz-a-menekultekert/ (Downloaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

22 Gyorssegélyt kiild Irakba és imanapot hirdet a Magyar Katolikus Plisp6ki Konferencia.
http://www.magyarkurir.hu/hirek/gyorssegelyt-kuld-irakba-magyar-katolikus-puspoki-konferencia
(Downloaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

2 http://www.karitasz.hu/aktualis/adomanyok-a-menekulttaboroknak (Downloaded: Mar 2016.)

24 Adomanyok a foti Gyermekotthonnak. http:/karitasz.hu/korabbi-hirek/adomanyok-a-foti-gyerme-
kotthonnak (Downloaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

% [gy segiti a menekiilteket a Magyar Maltai Szeretetszolgalat. http:/www.maltai.hu/?ac-
tion=new&newid=1731 (Downloaded: 13 Mar 2016.)

For the psychological point of view Farkas Johanna: A migracié pszicholégiai iranyai. In: Farkas Jo-
hanna, Kovats Daniella, Sipos Szandra, Fogarasi Mihaly, Valcsicsak Imre
Hegeds Judit (eds.): A migracié pszicholdgiaja: egyetemi jegyzet. Nemzeti Kézszolgalati Egyetem, Bu-
dapest, 2014, 9-27.

26 Zsuzsanna, Thullner: A Szent Egyed kézosség is segiti a menekiilteket. http://www.magyarku-
rir.hu/hazai/a-szent-eqyed-kozosseg-is-seqiti-a-menekulteket-2015 (Downloaded: 13 Mar 2016.)
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Nagykanizsa, Kdrmend and Szentgotthard. For example the Caritas of Szentgothard raised
more than 16 000 Euros for food, blankets, water and medicine.?”

Besides the official charity organizations same catholic parishes expressed their willing-
ness to help in this effort by providing food and accommodation. For example the parish of
Rdszke offered a shelter and collected food for the migrants. The Abbey of Pannonhalma
opened its doors to a few families travelling west to Austria.?® However, only a few migrants
accepted these offers because the goal for most of them was to cross Hungary as quickly as
possible.

After the construction of the border fence on the Hungarian-Serbian and the Hungarian-
Croatian border, the number of refugees entering Hungary become almost zero. The Hun-
garian Caritas supported the work of the Slovenian and the Croatian Caritas. For example a
medical team of Caritas Hungary assisted Caritas Slovenia's relief effort in Dobova.?®

In January 2016 the Conference of Bishops ordered a Sunday collection to be held in
every Hungarian Catholic Church for the benefit of the Christians in the Middle-East.*° Be-
sides the nationwide fundraising, the diocese of Szeged-Csanad organized a donation cam-
paign to help Syrian Christians.3! The Caritas also set up a charity phone number and dialling
this number donated 1.5 Euros per call for the refugees.

Besides organizing these actions, the Hungarian Catholic Bishops also expressed the
importance of the humanitarian aspects of the migration crisis at multiple national and inter-
national forums. For example, on 20 August 2015, Cardinal Erdé’s Saint Stephens day’s
homily was dedicated to the migration crisis. He analysed its causes and expressed the im-
portance of finding just and fair solutions to this challenge. He also thanked the various cath-
olic institutions for their participation in this process. Other Hungarian bishops and the Con-
ference of Bishops itself also expressed similar thoughts about the problem.3?

Finally, to understand the underlying issues of migration, an international conference was
organized with the support of Cardinal Erdé and the National University of Public Service.

27 Karitasz a hatarokon. http:/karitasz.hu/aktualis-hirek/karitasz-a-hatarokon (Downloaded: 13 Mar
2016.)

28 A pannonhalmi apatsagban is menekiltek vannak. http://kereszteny.mandi-

ner.hu/cikk/20150906 _a pannonhalmi_apatsagban_is _menekultek vannak. (Downloaded: 30 Mar
2016.)

29 Caritas Hungary medical team supports Caritas Slovenia's relief effort with refugees. http://www.cari-
tas.eu/news/caritas-hungary-medical-team-supports-caritas-slovenias-relief-effort-with-refugees.
(Downloaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

30 Gyiijtést hirdet az MKPK a kozel-keleti keresztények megsegitésére. http://www.magyarkurir.hu/ha-
zailaz-uldozott-kozel-keleti-keresztenyek-megsedgitesere-magyar-katolikus-puspoki-konferencia
(Downloaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

31 Pasztoralis levél a Szeged-Csanadi Egyhazmegye minden kézosségének és tagjanak.
http://www.magyarkurir.hu/nezopont/pasztoralis-level-szeged-csanadi-eqyhazmegye-minden-kozosse-
genek-es-tagjanak. (Downloaded: 30 Mar 2016.)

2 Gyorgy, Farkas: A magyar puspok Ferenc papa mellé allt Orbannal szemben. http:/24.hu/bel-
fold/2015/12/18/a-magyar-puspok-ferenc-papa-melle-allt-orbannal-szemben/. (Downloaded: 30 Mar
2016.)
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The keynote speaker at the conference was Cardinal-Prefect Filoni, the head of the Congre-
gation for the Evangelisation of Peoples.3® When the most serious period of the crisis was
over, the Catholic charity organizations held a round table about their roles and responsibili-
ties in similar events.34

Another consequence of the crisis was that the well-known Jesuit Refugee Service set
up a Hungarian branch. This organization has lots of international experience about how to
integrate and educate asylum seekers.3® The services they provide include training sessions
and raising funds for refugee centres. Their refugee policy supports setting up transit corri-
dors, the closer cooperation with churches and civil rights organizations. They urge the gov-
ernments and main political forces within the EU to find such a solution to the migration crisis
that is in accordance with human rights and European values.3¢

SUMMARY

Hungary faced multiple migration crises in the twentieth century mainly due to her geograph-
ical position. The Hungarian Catholic Church has always taken an active role during these
times. Its actions included providing many types of spiritual and humanitarian support. The
current attitude towards the Hungarian Conference of Bishops is in harmony with the social
teaching of the Church and the official policy of the Vatican

Hungarian Catholic Organizations actively helped the refugees but there were some con-
straints that they could not ignore. First, the level of popular support for helping the refugees
was significantly lower than in the past.®” Second, neither the state nor the ecclesiastical
authorities were ready to quickly assist so many migrants. Third, the actions of the church
institutions were also hindered by financial limitations and lack of expertise in some areas.
Fourth, charity organizations have to be aware of national security aspects of mass migration
and the operation of state authorities in this field. Finally, they must respect the relevant laws
and regulations.
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