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Chen vows to honor pope's spirit
President Chen Shui-bian departed with an official five-member delegation for the Vatican City yesterday to attend the funeral mass of Pope John Paul II, marking his first official trip to Europe.
The president, who has dubbed his trip a “journey of peace and remembrance,” promised to maintain permanent peace across the Strait in tribute to the spirit of the pope.
“As a staunch diplomat and peace partner of the Vatican and most faithful member of the international democratic society, Taiwan will make every effort to carry put the teachings of the late pope,” the president said.
The Vatican’s invitation to President Chen to attend the funeral, however, upset Beijing yesterday.
China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesman Qin Gang, aid at a routine press conference that China would not end a representative to the funeral in Rome to protest against Chen’s presence at the event.
China has also already expressed its “strong dissatisfaction to the Vatican and to Italy for issuing a visa to Chen,” he said.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Taipei announced Wednesday afternoon that President Chen would attend the funeral, after Italian authorities agreed to issue visas to “President Chen and Minister of Foreign Affairs Mark Chen.
The official five-member Taiwanese delegation includes Minister Chen, Taipei Grand Mosque Imam Ma Shiao-chi, and Catholic priests Father Jan van Aert, and Father Hsing Chao-ming.
Chen will receive the same preferential treatment accorded other national leaders, including preferential customs treatment, according to the MOFA.
Due to difficulties in obtaining a visa from the Italian government, president Chen had not met Pope John II in person, but first lady Wu Shu-chen attended Pope John Paul II’s Sunday Rosary at Castel Gandolfo, the pontiff’s summer residence, in 2003.
Doubts had been raised regarding Taiwan’s diplomatic ties with the Holy See after the Financial Times reported this week that a secret envoy from the Vatican was in Beijing discussing the possibility of establishing official ties with Chinese authorities last week.
