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W ithout truth, without trust 
and love for what is true, 
there is no social con-
science and responsibility 

(Pope Benedict XVI., Caritas in veritate) 

Introduction 

I believe in one holy, Catholic, and Apos-
tolic Church, so proclaim Catholics all 
over the world. We all are part of one 
body, one Church, where Christ is the head. Yet our unity does 
not necessarily mean that we are all the same. God created each 
of us as a unique person and each of us is different. This is true 
also regarding our opinions. We all follow the path of Christ but 
with different approaches. Yet it is possible to build unity in di-
versity, as Pope Francis says. However, there are also times 
where there is more diversity than unity. This situation can now-
adays be observed among Catholics in the Czech Republic re-
garding the migration crisis. 

An examination of this diversity among Czech Catholics is 
the topic of this article. Our task is not to present a complex 
analysis, given space constraints; the goal is rather to provide 
important insights into the issue, especially for those who are 
not so familiar with the Czech environment. All arguments men-
tioned here are based on a content analysis of previous research, 
or on public polls, interviews and personal experience. The time 
period for which the sources have been analysed is marked by 
the outbreak of the crisis, i.e. 2014, until now. Preference is 
given to the most recent documents, provided they are relevant.  

When we analyse all relevant sources mentioned above, we 
can identify four different sets of opinions of Czech Catholics 
towards the migration crisis. First of all, thinking of the people, 
whether they are conservative or liberal plays key role. Sym-
pathies towards conservativism or liberalism determine to large 
extent how Czech Catholics search for and interpret informa-
tion. A second cause is rooted in the political and media cover-
age of the crisis. Based on framing theory, this article shows 
how Czech media tend to create an almost exclusively negative 
picture of immigration. A third cause of this division of opinion 
can be identified in speeches of the Pope and other Church auth-
orities. These speeches are quite often misunderstood or even 
misused in pro- or anti-immigration rhetoric in public debates. 
The article concludes that Czech Catholics are at risk of being 
formed and divided according secular ideas, which may not al-
ways be in line with Catholic Social Teaching (CST). Better 
knowledge of CST could lead to more unity among Czech Cath-
olics.  

At the end of this introduction, I would like to define some 
key terms used in the article. Unless otherwise stated, the topic 
concerning the migration crisis is meant only as it regards ac-
cepting or rejecting migrants in the Czech Republic. I use the 
general term (im)migrants because, for the purposes of this ar-
ticle, it is not necessary to explicitly mention refugees. In this 
case, by the term migrants I mean people who are coming via 
the southern borders of the EU, i.e. migrants from Ukraine etc. 
are not included. Unless otherwise stated, by the term Church 
authorities I mean clergymen as individuals, not institutions 
(e.g. Bishops´ Conferences, Dicasteries etc.). Finally, there are 
disputes over the term crisis, pointing out that migration has al-
ways been present in Europe. However, the term is widely used 
in the Czech media, so to make it easier for further reference, I 
will also use the term migration crisis. 

Czech society  

and the migration crisis 

Since there are no concrete numbers regarding only Catholics, 
I will illustrate the mood within society as a whole. This fact 
might not be so problematic, since the Church is embedded in 
society, and to some extent reflects its mood.1  

Simply put, Czech society is perceived increasingly xeno-
phobic. This is how the foreign media present it, and what we 
can also find in some Czech newspapers.2 According to long-
term polling, Czechs have become even less tolerant than they 
were before. In 2017, 60 percent of respondents claimed they 
do not want to have foreigners as their neighbours. In 2008, 
when the previous round of these questions was made, only 20 
percent answered that way. However, stating that Czechs are 
becoming xenophobic is only partially true. It is truer to say that 
Czechs are less and less tolerant towards Muslims and immi-
grants from the South coming to Europe these days. On the 
other hand, Czech society is quite tolerant towards people 
coming from countries like Ukraine or Vietnam.3 One of the 
main reasons is that these people usually integrate well into so-
ciety. According to Czech respondents, that cannot be said about 
Muslims. Yet there are very few Muslims in this society, as ex-
perts usually agree.4 How did this fear (or hatred) emerge, when 
there is almost no experience with Muslims? The answer can 
be found in the way the media and public figures cover the 
issue.  

Media coverage  

and the public opinion  

The media is a powerful tool, with undeniable influence over 
public opinion. As Berry puts it, “[m]edia has the power of help-
ing people make meaning of their situation, consequently hav-
ing the power of setting agendas and tones.“5 The way that 
media helps people make meaning is well described by framing 
theory. The relevant part of this theory can be explained in plain 
English in the following way: t is the way in which, and the per-
spective from which, the media present (i.e. frame) events to 
the public. Consequently, the public can make meaning of 
events.6 Mentioning this the question emerges: How has media 
influenced the perception of the migration crisis in the eyes of 
Czech society and Czech Catholics? 

There is some research addressing the issue of how media 
has covered, or covers, the migrant crisis. One study was con-
ducted by Masaryk University, where they analysed the repor-
ting of the two biggest TV stations, ČT and Nova. Česká 
televize (ČT) is the only public television in the Czech Repub-
lic, whereas Nova is one of the most influential commercial sta-
tions. Using content analysis of individual reports, this research 
examined from which perspective the migration crisis was 
covered. In most cases, reports covered security issues and the 
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possible impact of migrants on the Czech Republic (up to 40 
percent of all reports).7 There were no reports about the roots 
of migration, i.e. about the situation in the countries of origin. 
Coverage of the life of migrants or humanitarian aid was mar-
ginalised (less than 2 percent). In other words, the media has 
framed migrants not as people who left their countries for vari-
ous kinds of problems, but as a security threat. Other polls came 
to similar conclusions.8 

Despite media framing, not all Czechs (and so Catholics) 
perceive migrants as a security threat. Some of them even con-
demn the media coverage as being biased.9 What makes these 
people say that media coverage does not provide the public with 
a complete picture of the crisis? There are obviously plenty of 
reasons which, unfortunately, cannot be addressed here due to 
space constraints. One of the main drivers is the basic thinking 
of each person. When applied to migration, we can see two dif-
ferent approaches, as mentioned at the beginning of the article. 
One is to be sympathetic to people in need, hence to welcome 
them in the destination country. The other does not oppose hu-
manitarian help but welcoming is not perceived as the right 
form of help. This basic thinking determines how each group 
will search for and accept information on the issue. Pareto de-
scribes such behaviour with the term derivations. “Derivations 
give a certain foundation to value judgments relative to the pur-
poses of the action. […] By legitimizing both the objectives and 
the means, by filling in and systematizing the gaps in our 
knowledge, derivations give an apparent form of truth to the 
values, beliefs and convictions of social actors. They precede 
feelings and contribute to strengthening them.“10 When applied 
to our case, we can say that people with the conviction of not 
welcoming migrants (i.e. with this foundation to their value 
judgments) will believe that the media coverage (i.e. filling the 
gaps in their knowledge) gives an apparent form of truth (i.e. 
migrants are a security threat) which justifies their stance of not 
welcoming. Similarly, Pareto´s derivations can also be applied 
on the people willing to welcome migrants, meaning that they 
do not accept the media coverage, since it does provide them 
with the desired form of truth (i.e. migrants are people in need). 
At this point, it is trust and not truth what matters.11 In other 
words, people do not necessarily seek for truth, but they look 
for arguments which are in line with their stance. Consequently, 
the question now is: Where do people take their arguments 
from, and whom do they trust? At this point, I will focus only 
on Czech Catholics as a part of society. 

The approach of the Czech  

clergy, the perception  

of lay people and Catholic  

Social Teaching 

In this section, I will concentrate on how Church authorities talk 
about migration (or the migration crisis), and how do Czech 
Catholics perceive what they say. Since the article aims to focus 
on the stance of Czech Catholics, I will not deal with what secu-
lar actors say, i.e. politicians, academics etc. Regarding Church 
authorities, we will look at three main people, those who are 
the most influential: Pope Francis, Cardinal Duka and the best-
known priest, Mgr. Tomáš Halík.12  

Pope Francis is framed by the media (and hence by a large 
part of lay Catholics) as supportive of welcoming migrants. Ac-
cording to people´s own stance towards the issue, they either 
support Pope Francis or not. Such divergent stances towards the 
Pope are rooted in how the media presents his words. Simply 

put, the media only deliver one side of the Pope´s messages. 
They usually spread those parts of his speeches where the Pope 
speaks about the necessity of helping and accepting refugees. 
The parts where the Pope talks about repatriation or makes ap-
peals to migrants to respect the culture of the hosting countries 
are usually not mentioned. This problem can be illustrated in the 
case of the document Towards the Global Compacts on Migrants 
and Refugees published by the Holy See in 2018. The media 
summarized the document by claiming that, according to the 
Pope, states should prioritize migrants´ dignity over national se-
curity.13 This statement is highly misleading, since the sentence 
originally says that “The value of each person’s safety […] 
should be correctly balanced with national security concerns.”14 
Similarly, the Pope´s Message during the World Day of Migrants 
and Refugees was also misinterpreted by the media. According 
to them, the Pope said that people should (some even wrote must) 
welcome, protect and integrate refugees.15 The sentence that 
“[t]hese people [i.e. migrants and refugees] must be ensured ad-
equate assistance for repatriation and effective reintegration pro-
grammes in their home countries”16 was not mentioned. Cardinal 
Duka tries always to promote the whole message of the Popes´ 
speeches, although without visible success.17  

Cardinal Dominik Duka is one of the most influential Czech 
clergymen, together with Fr. Tomáš Halík. Each of them has a 
different stance on accepting refugees. Duka warns against 
possible cultural problems should we welcome migrants. Yet, 
he stresses the moral duty to help those in need.18 Such help 
should, however, be provided by delivering humanitarian aid to 
the places of conflict. Although many Catholics are supportive 
of his thought, there is also a visible group of Catholics who 
disagree with him and even accuse him of xenophobia.19 Duka´s 
approach towards migration was one of the main reasons why 
some Czech Catholic laymen asked Pope Francis to accept the 
Cardinal´s request to resign.20  

Fr. Halík, a holder of the Templeton award, has a different 
view on the migration crisis. He has a rather intellectual ap-
proach. According to him, well-educated and informed people 
cannot be afraid of welcoming migrants. Only people who have 
never encountered Muslims or are not self-confident enough 
can be afraid of them. He is generally known for his tendency 
to look down on people who are cautious with regard to accept-
ing changes or new situations. He has also criticised Duka for 
being too old-fashioned: “Mgr. Duka has two hobbies – politics 
and history. In both areas, he has some ideological schemes and 
his high interest in history may prevent him from proper under-
standing of current affairs.”21 Fr. Halík´s supporters are mainly 
in the (Catholic) academic community, especially among young 
intellectuals and students.  

The existence of various opinions on the migration crisis is 
not a problem per se. Although Card. Duka puts emphasis on 
different aspects (risk of cultural clashes) than Fr. Halík (in-
formed people cannot fear migrants), they do not attack each 
other for their different views. However, their supporters among 
the laity tend to do so. In other words, people associate with 
one approach (Duka´s or Halík´s) according to their personal 
preferences. Then, they tend to disrespect the others and label 
them e.g. as “naïve” (in the case of pro-immigrant) or “imma-
ture” (in the case of anti-immigrant).22 With such labelling a 
new problem arises: not only do people not respect each other, 
but they do not listen to the others. Lack of dialogue eventually 
leads to misunderstanding among people.  

The problem could be solved to some extent if people knew 
the underlying ideas embodied in Catholic Social Teaching 
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(CST). Firstly, they would not be exposed so much to media 
framing, especially regarding Pope Francis´ speeches. Secondly, 
they would realise that CST in general has always embodied 
both aspects, i.e. welcoming as well as helping in the place of 
conflict.23 Already in 1952, Pope Pius XII in his Apostolic Con-
stitution Exsul Familia stressed the need to „allow exiles and 
refugees to return finally to their homes and to allow those in 
need, whose own lands lack the necessities of life, to emigrate 
to other countries“.24 In Pacem in Terris, John XXIII writes that 
“[i]t is therefore the duty of State officials to accept such im-
migrants and—so far as the good of their own community, 
rightly understood, permits—to further the aims of those who 
may wish to become members of a new society.”25 Other Popes 
have also dealt with the issue of migration, emphasizing the 
moral duty of rich states to help the poorer to prosper, so that 
people do not have migrate. On the other hand, each person has 
the right to move if s/he cannot live her/his life in dignity and 
self-fulfilment.26  

Conclusion 

There are various stances among Czech Catholics regarding ac-
cepting refugees. One group stresses the moral duty to help 
people in need. Their main argument is based on the human dig-
nity of each person. However, they do not talk so much about 
the eventual return to the state of origin. A second group warns 
against cultural clashes and favours delivering humanitarian aid 
to the places of conflict. However, they do not mention the 
possibility of accepting refugees at least for some of the time. 
From the perspective of CST, both groups are right, but CST 
can be fully implemented only if these two opinions converge. 
In other words, Christians have a moral duty to help others to 
live their lives in dignity and to recognise their right to migrate 
freely, if they cannot find self-fulfilment in their home country. 
At the same time, Christians shall strive to create such conditions 
in a world order so that people could exercise their right not to 
migrate. Although Czech Catholics share common sense in help-
ing people in need, they rather highlight their different approaches 
on how to provide such help. This not only sidelines unity, but 
also complicates constructive co-operation towards an effective 
solution.  
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