07 JUN 2002
Mahat hi r - Pope
DR MAHATHIR I N H STORI C MEETI NG W TH THE POPE

By: Mahrus |brahim

VATI CAN CI TY, June 7 (Bernama) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad net
Pope John Paul 11 at the Apostolic Pal ace here today, capping a series of
meetings the Prime Mnister had with some of the world' s powerful and
influential |eaders in the |ast four nonths.

The visit at the invitation of Pope John Paul, |eader of the world's
one billion Roman Catholics, is the first by a Ml aysi an head of gover nnent
to the Vatican. Ml aysia has about 600, 000 Cat holi cs.

The series of neetings Dr Mahathir had with sone of the world's
prom nent | eaders since March began with a visit to Mboscow when the Prine
M ni ster nmet Russian President, Vladimr Putin, followed by talks in
Tripoli with Libyan strongman Col Miammar Gaddafi and | ast nonth, was
invited to the Wiite House by US President George WBush. The Prinme
M ni ster had al so net Japanese Prine Mniter Junichiro Koizum and South
Kor ean Presi den Ki m Dae-j ung.

Today' s audi ence with the Pope began with a one-on-one neeting between
Dr Mahathir and the 82-year-old pontiff. It took place in the Pope's
private library |located inside his apartnent.

The Pope was then introduced to the Prine Mnister's wife, Datin Seri
Dr Siti Hasnmah Mohaned Ali, as well as the Ml aysi an del egati on which
i ncl uded Energy, Communications and Miultinmedia M nister Datuk Amar Leo
Moggie, Mnister inthe Prine Mnister's Departnment Tan Sri Bernard Donpok
(both Roman Catholics), Chairman of the National Fatwa Council Datuk Dr
I smai | | brahi mand i ndependent religious preacher Ut hnman Muhanmadi .

This was foll owed by a photo session and the exchange of gifts.

Dr Mahathir then had talks with Vatican officials | ed by Secretary of
State Cardi nal Angel o Sadano.

The state of Vatican Gty which is also known as the Holy See is a
| andl ocked encl ave of Rome and is the world's snallest state, with a
popul ati on of 890 peopl e.

It has its own constitution, railway station and post office with the
Pope being its head of state.

When news of the Pope's wish to neet Dr Mahathir becane public, it was
wel coned by Mal aysi ans of all walks of life fromreligious | eaders to
opposition politicians.

They felt it was an opportunity for the Prine Mnister to provide a
better understandi ng of Mal aysia especially to the Christian world.

According to officials, Dr Mahathir's nmeeting with the Pope had created
a lot of interest anbng Miuslins in other countries.

This could be due to the fact that the Prine Mnister would be
di scussing with the Pope, Palestine and terrorism the two issues which are
worrying Miuslins worldwi de, the officials said.

After the del egation neeting, Dr Mahathir toured the Sistine Chapel
whi ch had a painting on its ceiling by the great artist, M chel angel o.

The Prime Mnister then left Vatican Cty to perform Friday prayers at
t he Rome Mosque, Europe's biggest.

He al so handed over a contribution to the nosque which al so serves as
the Islamic Cultural Centre.

Dr Mahathir is on a week-long visit to Europe which will also take him
to Switzerl and and Luxenbourg.
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