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What are the ecumenical goals of the Church and how to achieve them?
About two years ago the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (ELCF) adopted an important document called “Our Church - A Community in search of unity. The ecumenical strategy of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland until the year 2015”.

This is the first written ecumenical strategy of our Church. It does not mean that there has not been an ecumenical strategy before this document was published. On the contrary, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland has for many decades had a clear ecumenical line and has consequently tried to be at the same time Lutheran and ecumenical. Furthermore, the guiding ecumenical principle has been an attempt to be the same church in all directions. 

At least since the times of Archbishop Martti Simojoki (1908-1999, Bishop of Mikkeli 1951-59, Bishop of  Helsinki 1959-64, Archbishop of Turku and Finland 1964-99) the Evangelical Lutheran Church has consequently tried to be in her ecumenical relations the same Church in all directions. Archbishop Simojoki himself was a strong Lutheran theologian and also acted as vice president of the Lutheran World Federation (1963-1970). At the same time he was ecumenically open and an active Church leader. He had courage to break new grounds and open new doors towards the Eastern and Western Christian traditions. On an official visit to the Russian Orthodox Church he proposed to His Holiness Alexey I, Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia, that our churches could start a bilateral theological dialogue. The dialogue started 1970 in Turku and is still going on. The main themes of the 15th dialogue in September 2011 in Lahti, Finland, were ”Church as Communion” and ”Christian identity and membership of the Church”. 

Simojoki described the target and character of his proposal by saying that the purpose of the dialogue is the deepening of the mysteries of our holy faith. His hope and wish was that our bilateral relations with the Russian Orthodox Church are built on the foundation of sound theology and not limited to mutual visits of Church leaders and to diplomatic courtesy. The dialogue between the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Russian Orthodox Church in the Soviet era gave the oppressed Orthodox Church a special opportunity to create and maintain normal mutual church to church relations.  For our church the dialogue opened possibilities to get some limited contacts with the Lutheran Christians living in very difficult situations in the Soviet Union. In a way this bilateral Lutheran-Orthodox dialogue helped the re-establishing of the Ingrian Evangelical Lutheran Church.

For the Finnish Lutherans the most significant result of the dialogue is perhaps the finding of our joint roots in the old Christian tradition and getting to know and to love the orthodox spirituality - especially the Divine Liturgy. The positive experiences of the Russian dialogue since 1970 encouraged the ELCF to start the second doctrinal dialogue in the early 1980s with the Finnish Evangelical Free Church (Suomen Vapaakirkko, 1983-84) and the third one with the Pentecostal Awakening (1987-89) and the fourth one with the Orthodox Church of Finland in 1989. 

The dialogue with the Orthodox Church of Finland was initiated by Archbishop John Vikström.  As Martti Simojoki,  he strongly underlined the ecumenical calling and responsibility of our Church. As Archbishop of Turku and Finland John Vikström promoted ecumenism in many ways. According to him the renewal of the church belongs together with our link to the heritage of faith of the Early Church. He once formulated the ecumenical line of the Lutheran  churches in the following way: “Stressing not only the legitimate diversity but also the continuity will undoubtedly strengthen the Lutheran churches’ character of communion.” He often pointed out two important aspects which later have been stated in the ecumenical strategy of our Church: 

· The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland is and shall always be at the same time both Lutheran and ecumenical. They are not alternatives, but two inseparable dimensions of the identity of the Church.

· It is utmost important that our Church is and shall try to be same church in all directions. 

The ecumenical strategy “Our Church. A Community that seeks unity” owes special thanks to these wise archbishops Martti Simojoki and John Vikström. Archbishop John Vikström will be 80 years on October 1, 2011. Ten days later a book will be published “The Same Church in All Directions – Lutheran Identity and Ecumenism”. It is a collection of John Vikström´s  ecumenical papers during his time in the see of St. Henrik in Turku.

The bilateral dialogues - both national and international – have always been a high priority in the ecumenical activities of the ELCF. In these dialogues the Church has exercised a clear and consequent ecumenical strategy, although there has not been any written ecumenical strategy paper. The need to get a binding ecumenical strategy increased in the beginning of the Third millennium. The Church Council of the ELCF adopted in January 2008 a strategy for the whole church “Our Church – a participatory community. Strategy of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland until 2015” and at the same time there was a process to prepare a mission strategy for the ELCF and her mission organizations and FinnChurchAid. One of the main goals was the closer integration of church mission and international diaconia. 

In this context and in the time when the ecumenical landscape was rapidly changing the Church Council for International Relation (CCIR) decided to start preparations for en ecumenical strategy of the ELCF until 2015. The Council chaired by the Archbishop and 10 members (and their substitutes) elected by the General Synod of our Church set up a working group in December 2007 which consisted of the following members:
Bishop Eero Huovinen (chairman)
The Rev. Dr. Risto Cantell, Executive Director 

The Rev. Jaana Marjanen, Rural Dean
Dr. Hanna Ojanen, Programme Director 

Bishop Simo Peura
Mr. Aaro Rytkönen, Programme Coordinator
The task of the working group was to draw up an ecumenical strategy for the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Finland. 

The working group had a very open and communicative way in its preparations. The early drafts were published on the homepage of the church, in the church media and also sent to various circles.  The responses were mostly constructive and positive. Many of the proposals and comments were also accepted by the working group. In a meeting in August 2008 the CCIR studied the first draft produced by the working group and returned it for further consideration.

CCIR’s comments and feedback from the public were taken into account in the second draft, which the CCIR considered in December 2008. After having discussed principles, the draft strategy was returned for further consideration. ”Our Church – a community in search of unity. The ecumenical strategy of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland until the year 2015”, was approved at a meeting of the Council on January 26th, 2009.

The ecumenical seminar in connection with the two-day meeting of the CCIR in August 2010 had the main theme: how the ecumenical strategy should be implemented and put into practice in the ELCF, her dioceses, parish-organizations at various levels. The moderators of the Executive Committee and Advisory Committees of the CCIR for Theological issues, Global mission and Finns Abroad and the FinnChurchAid introduced their views, how this is going to happen in the life of the Council, the Department for International Relations and in ecumenical dialogues and theology, in our Church mission and church missionary organizations, in the ministry among Finns Abroad and in international diaconia.

A special contribution to the implication of the ecumenical strategy was given by ecumenical guests in the seminar. Bishop Teemu Sippo (Catholic Church in Finland), Rev. Klaus Korhonen (Pentecostal Church of Finland) and Dr. Riina Ngyen (Orthodox Church of Finland) evaluated the strategy from their own churches´ point of view. Their reactions were positive and both Church leaders considered whether they should also produce an ecumenical strategy in their constituencies.

The final text of the ecumenical strategy is not the terminal point of the process. It is only an important stage on the road towards the unity of the Church. Now, after this description of the way to the written strategy I will turn to the content of the strategy itself.   

The ecumenical strategy “Our Church – A community in search of unity” will express to herself and other churches as well as ecumenical organizations, what the ecumenical goals of the ELCF are and how we try to proceed towards them. 

In the document the ELCF describes her identity and the goals of her ecumenical activities: 

“The church’s ecumenical strategy is intended as an aid to the ecumenical activities and strategic planning of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, her parishes, dioceses and church organizations. The basic outline of the principles, goals and activities set out therein is intended to serve the before mentioned bodies’ own strategies. Even those parishes that do not have opportunities in practice to meet members of other churches and practice ecumenical co-operation in their locality can implement the ecumenical strategy by reinforcing the Lutheran identity and ecumenical openness of their parishes.”

The final goal of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland in her ecumenical activities is the visible unity of the Church. This is expressed in the first headline of the section Aims in the ecumenical strategy: “Our aim is the visible unity of the Church”. Later in the document the visible unity is more precisely described in classical theological formulations. The visible unity of the Church is understood as an agreement in faith (doctrine) and it is manifested (celebrated) in the jointly shared Eucharist (communion). There are some important presuppositions for this visible unity. E.g. sufficient doctrinal consensus concerning the understanding of the faith, sacraments and ministry. At the same time the document emphasizes that the “unity is not the result of human effort but ultimately a gift of the Holy Spirit”. Further there is clearly stated that “Ecumenism is possible only where there is faith in Christ and reliance on the Holy Spirit who creates faith by the Word of God and the sacraments. Spiritual life, faith and prayer are an essential part of ecumenism and church renewal.”
The starting point for the ecumenical strategy and the self-understanding of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland is the conviction that our Church (ELCF) “believes and confesses that it belongs to the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ. Our Lutheran Church is the heir of the Catholic Church of the West and the continuator of its work, which since the Reformation represents the same Christian faith that St. Henry – the first bishop of our church – implanted in our country. Faithful to the principles of the Reformation, our church emphasizes the Word of God and the sacraments as the foundation of faith and salvation and as the true constitutive elements of the Church together with the ordained ministry of the Word and sacraments.”

This self-understanding is clearly stated also in the church law and in the church constitution of the ELCF. Therefore the ecumenical strategy can also boldly express that “We commit ourselves to the legacy of undivided Christendom and seek Christian unity on the basis of our Lutheran identity.” This a little bit dull formulation “undivided Christendom” points to the ancient, undivided Church, the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. Our Lutheran identity is based on the continuation of the Church in history since the Risen Lord and his apostles.
The document points out the goal of ecumenical activity: “We aim towards the expression of Christian unity in worship and intercommunion”.   

The document contains in the beginning brief descriptions about the MISSION, the VISION, the VALUES and AIMS of the ecumenical strategy of the Church. After these there are six chapters dealing with

I
Our aim is the visible unity of the Church
II 
We care for the weak and shoulder global responsibility
III 
We promote the ecumenical dimension in the life of the church and its members

IV 
We strengthen the significance of church membership in the world and in Finland

V 
We communicate a message and engage in open discussion
VI 
We will renew the structures of our ecumenical activities
The Mission of the ecumenical strategy is formulated briefly and precisely:
 “Our ecumenical task is to pray and work so that Christians and the Christian churches might be of one mind in faith, celebrate communion together, serve other people and witness to Christ”.

The Vision of the ecumenical strategy is described as follows:

• The ecumenical activities of our church are fellowship,

witness and service.

• Church members are aware of belonging to the universal

Church of Christ and regard ecumenism as an essential

part of the Christian faith.

• The church’s doctrinal dialogues and the everyday activities

of church members are mutually supportive.

• Church members consider global responsibility for their

neighbour and the whole of creation to be an essential

part of the Christian life.
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