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PORVOO AND THE LEUENBERG CONCORD - ARE THEY COMPATIBLE? 

 

Risto Saarinen 

(Department of Systematic Theology, P.O. Box 33, FIN-00014 University of Helsinki, 

fax 358-9-19123033, email risto.saarinen@helsinki.fi) 

 

 

The Nordic Background 

 

During the 1970s the Nordic European Lutheran churches discussed intensively 

whether they should join the Leuenberg Concord, a continental European theological 

agreement which declares a church fellowship among various churches coming from 

Lutheran, United and Reformed traditions. After long considerations the Nordic 

churches did not sign the concord, although they continued to participate in the 

so-called Leuenberg doctrinal discussions. Reasons for this decision have largely 

remained unexplored. It is sometimes claimed that while the negative answer in 

Denmark and Norway was based on the assumption that the national church order does 

not easily allow for binding ecumenical agreements, the Finnish and Swedish churches 

 had serious doubts in regard to the theology applied in the Leuenberg Concord.1) 

    At least in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland this was clearly the case. 

In May 1977 the Finnish Synod decided not to sign the Concord, although many 

prominent Finnish theologians, e.g. the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) President 

Mikko Juva, were among its supporters. The majority of the synod found that the 

theological method of the Concord was not acceptable; they also pointed out that the 

eucharistic articles of the Concord were not in agreement with Lutheran theology.2) 

    The Finnish doubts concerning Leuenberg found an elaborate theological 

expression in Tuomo Mannermaa’s monograph study which appeared in Finnish 1978 
and in German 1981. This book had a profound and long-lasting effect to Finnish 

ecumenism. Mannermaa argues that the Leuenberg Concord grows out from a Barthian 

actualistic theology which was made compatible with an existential interpretation of 

Protestantism. As a result the Concord often replaces doctrinal issues and quantitative 

unity statements with experiential and qualitative expressions. Thus the unity 

statements of the Concord relate rather to the individual prerequisites of doctrine than 

to its factual content.3) 

     The new millennium has, however, changed the Nordic Lutheran ecumenical 

scene. A year ago (1999/2000) the Church of Norway decided to join the Leuenberg 

Church Fellowship, and now, in June 2001, the Church of Denmark has also signed the 

Leuenberg Concord. Although we are not yet in the position to evaluate what changes 

in church history brought about this new development, I am convinced that the Porvoo 

Common Statement has given some impetus to the churches also in this respect. 

    In Finnish church newspaper Kotimaa the editorial of June 1, 2001 claims that 

after the decisions in Norway and Denmark Leuenberg should be re-examined in 

Finland also. Two weeks later Juhani Forsberg writes in Kotimaa that the Finnish 

Lutherans should not rush to Leuenberg. If any re-examination occurs, it should be 

based on two considerations: 1. whether the teaching of the Finnish church has 

changed in some way after the 1970s, and  2. whether the work of Leuenberg Church 

Fellowship has undergone such developments that would speak for the signing of the 

concord today. 

     These two considerations of Juhani Forsberg are highly relevant not only for the 

Finnish church situation today but also for our general topic. In the following I will 



address these two issues in order to highlight the compatibility between Porvoo and 

Leuenberg. I will  use the situation of the Finnish church as an example which, I 

hope, sheds light on the difficult but important issue of the compatibility of various 

ecumenical agreements. 

 

Is There a New Situation after Porvoo? 

 

In view of Juhani Forsberg’s first consideration I think that we must answer positively: 
yes, the teaching of Finnish church has changed as a result of various synodal decisions 

and binding ecumenical agreements between 1977 and 2001. In 1984 and 1990 the 

LWF decided that all member churches, including Finland, are in a pulpit and altar 

fellowship and that they belong to one Lutheran communion. In November 1995 the 

Finnish synod adopted the Porvoo Common Statement. Domestic doctrinal decisions 

include e.g. the decision to ordain women in 1986. 

    Of course there is a deeper sense in which the doctrine of the church does not and 

should not change. But at the concrete level of agreements things have clearly changed 

and some anomalous situations have emerged as a result. For instance, the LWF 

communion implies that the Finnish church is in communion with the Lutheran 

territorial churches of the German Evangelical Church (EKD), but not with the United 

territorial churches in Germany. When the Finnish church sends pastors to Germany, 

special arrangements are needed - and some theological matters must be ignored -  in 

order that they can work in the United territories also. A common European Protestant 

church fellowship would regularize this anomaly. 

    More interesting and more difficult is the issue whether the Porvoo Common 

Statement has changed the teaching of Finnish church. One can argue e.g. that the 

ability to tolerate existing differences within one communion has clearly grown as a 

result of Porvoo communion. The Church of England embraces doctrines and practices 

which derive from many traditions, including the Roman Catholic and the Reformed 

ones. A communion with this pluriformity necessarily brings about an awareness of 

existing differences and a certain tolerance of them. 

     In view of the compatibility of Porvoo and Leuenberg, the Reformed wing of 

Anglicanism is particularly interesting but much neglected in today’s ecumenical 
evaluation of Porvoo. Since Nordic Lutheran churches have a long tradition of dealing 

with the Reformed features of Anglicanism, an awareness of this history can be 

helpful. The Finnish historian Tuija Laine, for instance, has identified over one 

hundred English devotional books that were translated and read in Finland already 

before 1809. Concerning the theology of this literature Tuija Laine writes: 

“From an orthodox Lutheran point of view, the original English books were 
heretical. Therefore, the translations had to be revised and moulded according to 

Lutheran doctrine before the censorship officials were satisfied. Without 

exception, the Calvinist teachings on Communion and predestination were 

rejected. ... Puritan books were considered especially harmful. However, not 

even the clergy could always distinguish between the books of the Puritans and 

the High Church Anglicans, so both were equally rejected.” 4) 
    Tuija Laine shows that Anglicanism was in Finland considered as a type of 

Calvinism. In spite of active censorship English devotional books were translated and 

read intensively. Many English books had a significant and lasting impact on Finnish 

Pietist and revivalist leaders. For instance, A choice drop of honey from the rock Christ 

by the Puritan preacher Thomas Wilcox (1690) has been read in Finnish Pietism from 



the 18th century until today.5) Finns have thus been well aware of the Reformed 

elements of English and Anglican theology. 

    In keeping with this history one may argue that the Porvoo communion means not 

only a reception of peculiar episcopal succession or other High Church elements, but 

also an appreciation of those Reformed elements of Anglicanism which have fertilized 

the Scandinavian Pietism since 300 years and continue to do so today in the form of 

various evangelical movements. This side of Porvoo has, however, not been much 

discussed in Finland nor elsewhere.  

    On the contrary, Porvoo has been regarded by many as quasi-Catholic and 

anti-Presbyterian because of its emphasis on episcopacy. I have some fears that even 

the present book may strengthen this prejudice if the continental Protestantism remains 

neglected. We know that in Germany many theologians have found Porvoo to be 

theologically problematic. Likewise the Church of Denmark could not sign the Porvoo 

Common Statement because Danish theologians criticized it heavily.6) 

    But if the comprehensive nature of Anglicanism can be grasped and received,  

the Porvoo communion might open us doors for a positive reception of Reformed 

theology and church life. A comprehensive reception of Porvoo could then bring about 

a reconsideration which may lead to the signing of Leuenberg. In this context the 

English-German Meissen Agreement and the English-French Reuilly Agreement can 

provide the Nordic churches with an example. If the Church of England is ready to 

enter an altar and pulpit fellowship with the EKD and with the French Protestants, why 

should another member church of Porvoo communion limit its contacts to the Lutheran 

territorial churches only? 

    But can Porvoo be a real resource in Lutheran-Reformed relations? Isn’t it rather 
the case that Porvoo is and should remain an Episcopalian counterweight to the 

Presbyterian-minded Leuenberg Church Fellowship? This counterweight view is in my 

view both historically and ecumenically problematic. It is historically false since it 

ignores the pluriformity of Anglicanism, and ecumenically problematic since it ignores 

the strong presence of episcopal churches within Leuenberg church fellowship. We 

have today two churches which are members in both Porvoo and Leuenberg. These 

churches, Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church and the Church of Norway, are quite 

typical Nordic churches. 

    The counterweight view is further untenable when we study the Leuenberg, 

Meissen and Porvoo texts together. This was done by a comprehensive theological 

group in a trilateral consultation in Liebfrauenberg 1995. In his Liebfrauenberg 

presentation the French Lutheran theologian André Birmelé draws the conclusion that 

in the three documents a basic consensus can be found in regard to following topics: 

- the authority of Scripture 

- the authority of the Creeds of the Early Church 

- the understanding of the Gospel as the message of the justifying action of God 

- baptism and the Eucharist 

- the understanding of the Church as the community of the faithful which lives 

from word and sacrament 

- the eschatological completion.7) 

Birmelé further argues that most items of this basic consensus have been dealt with in 

the international dialogues and other doctrinal discussions of the ecumenical 

movement, such as the “Baptism, Eucharist, Ministry” (BEM, 1982) process.8) The 
ecumenical contributions which have emerged after 1970s thus contribute greatly to 

the new openness of which Porvoo Communion is one prominent witness 



    In this sense the teaching of the Finnish church, as well as of many other 

churches, has changed or developed since the 1970s as a result of various ecumenical 

processes. This development, of which Porvoo is an especially rich resource and 

milestone, enables a re-evaluation of our earlier decisions. One may note that since 

Porvoo draws many items immediately from BEM and since the Reformed and the 

United churches  have embraced BEM, a member church of Porvoo can employ the 

BEM text as a resource in approaching the Leuenberg Church Fellowship today. As a 

common metatext of many different ecumenical agreements BEM  is especially 

helpful in defining the compatibility issues. 

 

What Is Leuenberg Like Today? 

 

    Concerning the second question put forward by Juhani Forsberg, the Leuenberg 

Church Fellowship has also changed since the 1970s. One of the problems attacked by 







rather as one aspect of English cultural orientation.  Non-theological factors, such as 

the predominance of English language and cultural orientation in all Nordic countries 

certainly contribute to the popularity of Porvoo today. Church historians in Finland are 

beginning to point out that the traditional low church and lay-centered Finnish Pietism 

is currently being replaced by a more episcopal view of the church. The ministry of the 

bishop has also been strengthened by the mass media which has lifted some bishops to 

act as the spokesmen and the public “face” of their communities. Caution and skill to 
distinguish between theological and contextual matters is needed when Porvoo is being 

applied to the concrete life of the churches. Ecumenical texts are useful tools for 

guiding the church, but they can become instrumentalized in a manner which is not 

adequate. 
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