The Vatican’s political role
in the international sphere

By John E. Robbins

The terms “Vatican” and “Holy See” tend
to be used interchangeably, though there
is a distinction in precise usage. The Vat-
ican is a regular member of international
organizations such as the Universal Postal
Union, the International Union for the Pro-
tection of Literary and Historical Works
and others concerned with matters essen-
tially of a state-administrative nature. The
Holy See conducts the international ac-
tivity of the Roman Church, has diplo-
matic relations with about 80 countries
and representation in numerous interna-
tional organizations of a political charac-
ter, including the United Nations and the
European Community.

The Vatican is the world’s smallest
state, with an area of 108 acres and a
resident population of only a few hundred;
the Holy See reaches out to something like
600 million members of the Roman Cath-
olic communion, There are very few cen-
tres in the world having established lines
of communication and influence with a
comparable number of people; and there
are fewer with national “branches” openly
active in so many countries. From this
arises the importance of the Holy See as
a centre of diplomatic activity.

Dr. Robbins had a distinguished career in
the educational field before entering the
Department of External Affairs in 1970 as
Canada’s first Ambassador to the Holy See.
He was editor-in-chief of Enclyclopedia
Canadiana from 1953 to 1958, then secre-
tary-treasurer of the Social Science Re-
search Council and Humanities Research
Council for two years and president of
Brandon College (later Brandon Univer-
sity) from 1960 to 1969. Before his entry
into these fields, Dr. Robbins was assistant
director of the Education Division, and
then director of the Education and Infor-
mation Divisions of the Dominion Bureau
of Statistics (now Statistics Canada) for
21 years. He retired from the Vatican post
in 1973 and has been succeeded by Paul
Tremblay, Associate Under-Secretary of
State for External Affairs.
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The dual nature of representaty -

in the countries with which the Ho! ys% o

has diplomatic relations should be k
in mind. A Vatican diplomat abroad{
(1) the channel of communicatior. wi

the national Church and (2) the iniem

diary between the Holy See and the n}
tional government. Diplomats accradiy

to the Holy See have intergovernmem,t :
responsibilities only, and avoid irvol ‘f

ment in questions on which the Ch
takes a doctrinal position, such as d'vo
birth control and abortion, even t*mug
these may have important social and p!
itical implications. The Holy See’s difk
mats similarly avoid discussion of sucE
matters with the governments to whi
they are accredited, leaving it tc ti
place, if at all, between the nationa! hi
archy and the national government.

The prime interest of the Holy Ses!
its dealings with other countries isf
ensure freedom for the Church in parti
ular, and for religion in general, to davek
without state interference. Unless or
Romeis satisfied that a reasonable m2asi;
of freedom is allowed, diplomatic relatit
are not established. Hence the leck
formal relations with Marxist-or.ent
governments, except those of Cubi &
Yugoslavia. In the last few years thef
have been behind-the-scenes talks #
other major Communist regimes, Chnl
excepted, aimed at improving the Ch ards
position; and it seems not unlikely ths,
in the foreseeable future, diplomati: relz[E
tions will be established with some of the,
But serious obstacles remain, even n
infrastructure of the Church. The Uk#
nian Catholic Church, for instance, Whlt
is in communion with Rome, was hqw
dated in the U.S.S.R., and its spok o
elsewhere are highly critical of eﬁor’cS“{'
the Holy See to have amicable discussit*
with Moscow.

Vatican Council II clearly d.ecidﬁt
to facilitate dialogue with the Murs¥
inspired countries when it established
new Secretariat for Non-Believers. /&tﬂ”

;

same time it demonstrated a convicty s
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