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INTRODUCTION

Several different official practices have arisen in the 
Lutheran churches due to the Reformation concern-
ing the office of bishop or ‘overseer’.1 In the general 
European context, the Finnish church underwent a 
Lutheran Reformation, with relatively minor changes 
in official practices. For example, bishops in the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church of Finland have remained 
responsible for the oversight of clergy and parishes 
and ordinations to priesthood. Moreover, the historic 
episcopal, or ‘apostolic’, succession remained unbro-
ken in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 
until the end of the nineteenth century.2

Since these changes were not monumental, what 
does this suggest about how ‘Catholic’ or ‘Lutheran’ 
the Finnish understanding of the episcopal office is? 
Are the bishops of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Finland of one mind concerning the office to which 
they have been consecrated? In this article, I system-
atically analyse the understanding of the bishops of 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland between 
1945 and 1965. I use pastoral letters and other writ-
ings the bishops produced in this period as the prima-
ry sources of this investigation, treating each bishop 
in turn. Finally, I compare and contrast the bishops’ 
respective views on the episcopal office. 

During the time studied, it was customary for a 
new bishop to greet his diocese and its parishes and 

clergy in a pastoral letter, in which the bishop pre-
sented his thoughts on current religious and ecclesi-
astical issues.3 Several pastoral letters published be-
tween 1945 and 1965 deal with, among other themes, 
issues concerning ecclesiastical office, including that 
of the bishop.4 At the same time, in the twenty years, 
which this article covers, the bishops of the Finnish 
church also published other forms of publications on 
church teaching and contemporary issues, some of 
which also touch on matters concerning the church’s 
offices.5 The bishops’ writings and annual reports fur-
ther mention the tasks of the bishops and the quali-
ties of a good bishop or highlight them in praise of 
their predecessors.6 Some bishops also express their 
position on the theological aspects of the episcopal 
office in their writings. In the following, I explore the 
views of these bishops—namely, Aleksi Lehtonen, Ee-
lis Gideon Gulin, Martti Simojoki, Osmo Alaja, and 
Eino Sormunen—based on their publications on the 
episcopal office between 1945 and 1965.7

THE EPISCOPAL OFFICE  
IN THE BISHOPS’ WRITINGS
In his pastoral letter to the clergy and people of the 
Archdiocese of Turku (‘Paimenkirje 1945 Turun 
arkkihiippakunnan papistolle ja seurakuntalaisille’, 
published after the Second World War), Archbishop 
Aleksi Lehtonen highlights the importance of the 
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church’s organization complying with its leadership 
and ancient tradition. He maintains that, in the years 
following the First World War, those churches that 
‘had the leadership of centuries of tradition’ best sur-
vived the predations of secular powers hostile to the 
church and Christianity.8 The archbishop emphasises 
that the outward forms tested through the church’s 
history are a gift that should not be quickly changed 
or given to merely temporary solution, nor are they 
a matter only of honorifics.. These God-given tem-
poral orders should be respected, even if the church’s 
security lies not in external (such as the traditional 
structure of the church) but internal elements of 
the church (that Christ is the church’s foundation 
and source of unity) are not mutually exclusive but 
both are essential – like the soul and the body.9 Arch-
bishop Lehtonen maintains that the passing of the 
episcopal office from generation to generation by 
means of historic episcopal ordination (i.e., apostolic 
succession) implies that the whole church, both liv-
ing and departed, lies behind its leadership. Thus, 
only the church itself may confer episcopal office on 
a person; none could proclaim themselves bishops, 
nor could secular powers abolish the episcopal office. 
Lehtonen considers the apostolic succession signifi-
cant but not ‘magical’. He considers any notion that 
apostolic inheritance entails an external, mechanis-
tic, and somehow mysterious transfer of powers of 
ordination through the laying on of hands a ‘vulgar 
Catholic notion’. 10 He describes the post-Reforma-
tion situation in Germany, where responsibility for 
the outward order of the parish was vested in the 
governing authorities, an unfortunate development. 
An arrangement Luther had originally envisaged as 
provisional had become permanent and ultimately 
led to an earthly ruler coming to be seen as the high-
est bishop, summus episcopus. Archbishop Lehtonen 
maintains that the state’s grip on the church’s affairs 
in Germany has always been a burden for the Ger-
man Evangelical Church, while, in Finland, there has 
been a ‘healthy balance’.11

Bishop Eelis Gideon Gulin of Tampere deals with 
the ecumenical problematic of the ordained office 
in his book Kristikunnan elämää vv. 1947–52. In de-
scribing the Anglican church’s understanding of the 
office, which is based on the principle of successio 

1 Different Lutheran churches have understood the office 
of oversight differently, and the manner of its execution 
has also differed. There has been no consensus among Lu-
therans concerning whether an overseer should be called 
a bishop, superintendent, church president, or given some 
other name, or whether an overseer should be specially 
ordained. Some Lutheran churches value the apostolic suc-
cession of episcopal consecrations, in which another bish-
op always consecrates a new bishop, while in others the 
restoration of such a succession has even been opposed. 
Arising from Luther’s provisional solution to name Prince 
Bishops in charge of the oversight tasks of the church, a 
variety of oversight structures has emerged in the world’s 
Lutheran churches. Luther’s solution was caused by under-
standable practical needs, since the bishops of the time did 
not join the reformation.

2 Cleve 1993, 72. Parvio 1970, 127; 132–133: Petrus Magni, 
duly consecrated in the Church of Rome, ordained the first 
Lutheran Bishop of Turku, Martti Skytte. The apostolic 
succession of episcopal consecrations persisted in Finland 
until 1884, when all the bishops died within a short period 
and the responsibility for consecrating a new bishop fell to 
the professor of systematic theology A. F. Granfeldt.

3 Simojoki 1960, 5.
4 Pastoral letters: Alaja 1959, 52–58; Gulin 1945, 20–21; 

Lehtinen 1958, 13–14,20; 1945, 37–42, 79–81, 85; 
Malmivaara 1945, 60–64, 74, 80–81; Rosenqvist 1954, 
126, 185–186; Salomies 1946, 110–112; Simojoki 1952, 
48–69; 1960, 54–57, 68–91.

5 Other publications: Alaja 1962, 18; Gulin 1952, 32–35; 
von Bonsdorff 1947, 81–90; Lehtonen 1950, 42–44, 49, 
81; Salomies 1947, 19–22; 1952, 98; Sormunen 1963, 
65–75.

6 References to the bishop’s tasks: Gulin 1952, 5; von Bon-
sdorff 1947, 81–90; Lehtonen 1947, 36–45; 1950, 81; 
Malmivaara 1947, 32; Rosenqvist 1954, 126; Salomies 
1947, 19,21–22; Sormunen 1947, 22–27; 1957, 23–29.   
References to the nature of the episcopal office or the 
characteristics of a good bishop: Gulin 1945, 20–21; von 
Bonsdorff 1947, 81–90; Lehtonen 1945, 7–11; 1947, 4–10; 
Malmivaara 1945, 7–14; Rosenqvist 1954, 126, 185–186;  
Salomies 1946, 10–12; 1947, 7–8. That only good should 
be spoken concerning the habits of predecessors, Lehtonen 
(1945, 6) wrote: ‘The mind would be desolate should one 
feel in their soul an overwhelming criticism of those who 
came before them in this office.’

7 Views concerning teachings about the episcopal office 
are expressed in Alaja 1959, 52–56; Gulin 1952, 32–33; 
Lehtonen 1945, 38–42; Simojoki 1960, 56–57, 81–91; 
Sormunen 1947 6–7; 1962, 65–74.

8 Lehtonen 1945, 37–39.
9 Lehtonen 1945 (translation by Mika Pajunen and Rupert 

Moreton), 40: ‘The foundation of the Church is Christ, 
who holds it together. Yet at the same time, we appreciate 
the valuable temporal orders God has given us. I repeat: 
form and essence, spirit and its temporal appearance are 
not against each other. Let us not slide into one-sided 
spiritualism. The soul has a body. And so the forms of 
our confessions – – are all dear to us. The same applies to 
the traditional order of our church. It is indeed especially 
valuable, because through it we are deeply bound to past 
Christian generations.’

10 Lehtonen 1945, 38.
11 Lehtonen 1945, 39, 41–42.
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apostolica,12 he observes that, from the Lutheran per-
spectives, it is strange that something external should 
be accorded the great internal value the Church of 
England ascribes to successio apostolica. He maintains 
that the whole concept of the office would be turned 
on its head were the apostolic succession considered 
essential to the episcopate. Such an approach would 
imply that the Word no longer creates the office but 
that the office creates the Word, binding Christ to the 
church in a way that results in his ceasing to be Lord. 
Bishop Gulin nevertheless concedes that, while the 
content of the church’s continuity from the time of the 
apostles may vary slightly between the churches, it is 
important for them all.13

Martti Simojoki, Bishop of Mikkeli from 1952 
to 1959, Bishop of Helsinki from 1959 to 1964, then 
Archbishop, deals extensively with issues concerning 
the ordained office in his pastoral letter ‘Kristus on 
ensimmäinen: Paimenkirje Mikkelin hiippakunnan 
seurakunnille’, as well as in his monograph Kirkko 
ja nykyaika.14 In his 1952 pastoral letter, ‘Kristus on 
ensimmäinen’, Bishop Simojoki analyses the church’s 
ordained ministry on the basis of the Augsburg Con-
fession. He emphasizes the importance of noting the 
discussion in the Augsburg Confession’s articles on 
faith and doctrine concerning the ecclesiastical of-
fice. Thus, according to Simojoki, the church’s offices 
are essentially related to faith, not simply a practical 
matter derived from it. As members of the universal 
priesthood, every Christian has the right and duty 
to propagate the gospel, but, to avoid disorder, God 
instituted the office of the gospel. The office of the 
gospel is thus ordained and established by God.15 For 
Simojoki, the church’s office belongs, on the basis of 
the Augsburg Confession, to the very essence of the 
church, to its ‘esse’, not merely its ‘bene esse’.16

Bishop Simojoki further reasons that the office of 
preaching belongs to the foundations of the church, 
alongside Christ and the gospel. According to him, 
Christ, the gospel, and the ordained office are the 
three foundational stones of the church and may be 
placed in either a high-church or an evangelical order 
of precedence. A high-church order would prioritize, 
after Christ, the ordained office and then the gospel, 
while an evangelical would prioritize the gospel before 
the ordained office. That is, Christ comes first in both 

orders, but the two approaches differ on the priority of 
the gospel and the ordained office. According to Bish-
op Simojoki, the Catholic Church takes a high-church 
approach, seeing the ordained office as prior to the 
gospel. Bishop Simojoki refers to the acceptance of the 
doctrine of the successio apostolica as a high-church or-
der of values, maintaining that the doctrine of successio 
apostolica underlies the idea that priestly ministry de-
pends not on what priests do but on their having been 
ordained as representatives of Christ. Thus, the gospel 
must be secondary to the ordained office, because the 
priests’ ministry is justified by Christ’s authority, not by 
the fact that they are servants of the gospel.17 Simojoki 
considers rather the evangelical order of values to be 
in accordance with the Lutheran confessional writings. 
According to this approach, the ordained office is in 
service of the gospel, since the gospel should be prior 
to the ordained office. Bishop Simojoki writes that the 
differences between the high-church and evangelical 
concepts of the ordained office are manifestations of 
differing images of the divine. He sees a static image of 
God in the background of the high-church approach 
compared to the dynamic image of God informing the 
evangelical view. For Lutherans, Simojoki notes that 
the authority of the ordained office is based not on 
ordination and succession but on the presence of the 
living Lord in the here and now.18

According to Bishop Simojoki, the ordained office 
in the church can be called the office of the gospel or 
the office of a servant of Christ, because the Lutheran 
view is that there is only one office in the church, with 
several forms for different functions. Simojoki states 
that episcopacy is not a separate ordained office but 
simply one form of the ordained ministry. Likewise, 
the offices of deacon and deaconess or parish cantor 
should be seen as forms of the ministry of a servant of 
Christ. According to Simojoki, the daily needs of life 
have necessitated various new ‘offices’ for men and 
women in service of the things of the gospel. Those 
working in such new ‘offices’ cannot be considered 
laypeople, Simojoki suggests, because they also serve 
some branches of the office of the gospel.19

Bishop Simojoki returned to the issue of the pri-
ority of the gospel of the ordained office in his mono-
graph Kirkko ja nykyaika, published in 1960, where 
Simojoki argues that questions concerning the order 
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church order to which, from the Lutheran perspective, 
too much significance is given. In this case, the fear is 
that church order becomes almost an article of faith, re-
sulting in the message of salvation itself being ignored. 
Bishop Simojoki maintained that Lutherans should 
remain firm in resisting any future demand to move 
towards either ecclesiastical ‘left or right’.26

Osmo Alaja, who succeeded Martti Simojoki 
as Bishop of Mikkeli, in his 1959 pastoral letter, ‘Pi-
entä puhetta papeille ja maallikoille, kirje Mikkelin 
hiippakunnan seurakunnille’, delves into matters 
concerning both the ordained and episcopal offices. 
Bishop Alaja emphasises that the sussessio apostolica27 
and the bishop’s exercise of priestly ordination must 
not be considered a necessary precondition for the 
ordained ministry, maintaining that ecumenical 
discussions with the Church of England had already 
started to influence the views of a group working on 
revising the Church Manual.28 Alaja describes how, at 
the most recent General Synod, he and the Reverend 

12 Gulin 1952, 32–33.
13 Gulin 1952, 33–34.
14 Simojoki 1960, 5. In the book’s foreword, Simojoki writes 

that, since becoming the bishop of the newly established 
Diocese of Helsinki, he had not set out his thoughts in 
the form of a traditional ‘pastoral letter’, because he had 
already published one for the Diocese of Mikkeli, and the 
topic is one that transcends the boundaries of the Diocese 
of Helsinki and its ordained ministers. Simojoki 1952, 
48–69; 1960, 54–57, 68–91.

15 Simojoki 1952, 67–68.
16 Simojoki 1952, 58.
17 Simojoki 1952, 59–63.
18 Simojoki 1952, 62–63. 
19 Simojoki 1952, 68. Simojoki does not furher explain, 

which “new offices” he refers to.
20 Simojoki 1960, 56.
21 Simojoki 1960, 78.
22 Simojoki 1960, 81: ‘The high-church party, in placing the 

office before the gospel in such a way that the validity of 
word and sacraments derives from the fact that the person 
proclaiming and administering them is ordained in a cor-
rect order, entails the abandonment of the most important 
truths of the Reformation.’

23 Simojoki 1960, 56–57.
24 Simojoki 1960, 74.
25 Simojoki 1960, 89. Simojoki uses the phrase notion of suc-

cession, where I have used the term apostolic succession.
26 Simojoki 1960, 89–90.
27 Alaja 1959, 55. Alaja uses the term successio apostolica to 

refer to the Anglican notion that bishops perform ordina-
tions. 

28 Alaja 1959, 55–56.

of the church should be resolved according to what 
best promotes God’s word and the things of the gospel 
in the world.20 Again, with reference to the Augsburg 
Confession, Simojoki mentions that the priest’s of-
fice is instituted by God but emphasises that every 
Christian is ordained a priest in baptism. According 
to Bishop Simojoki, the ministerial priesthood, and 
the priesthood of all the baptised belong together. In 
undertaking their particular office, priests/ministers 
act according to what everyone is equally entitled 
but may not be equally able, because of their cir-
cumstance, to perform.21 Simojoki observes that, in 
placing the ordained office above the gospel, the high-
church position requires that the validity of word and 
sacraments depend on the person who administers 
them being correctly ordained. Simojoki maintains 
that to take such a view would be to abandon the most 
important truths of the Reformation.22

In the same work, Bishop Simojoki mentions 
that, in Luther’s view, the church’s institutions and 
prescribed offices are not to be seen as true mani-
festations of the church. At the same time, Luther 
holds that the actual manifestations of the church 
include many of those tasks perceived as clerical 
functions, such as preaching, the administration of 
the sacraments, the forgiveness of sins and the call-
ing of preachers. According to Simojoki, institutions 
that belong to the life of the church, like the ordained 
offices, are based on human law (iure humano), but 
such church ordinances may be conceived of as serv-
ing what constitutes God’s law (iure divino).23 How-
ever, authority in the church belongs always to God’s 
word, not to priests or laypeople.24

Simojoki saw the same inflexible character in the 
church concepts of ecclesiastical ‘extreme right’ and 
‘extreme left’, even though each presented its concep-
tions of the church as the opposite extreme of the other. 
By ecclesiastical ‘extreme right’ and ‘extreme left’, he 
meant the Catholic Church’s concept of the church as 
sacramental and the Anglican concept of the authority 
of the church as a result of succession apostolica.25 Op-
posite to this, in Simojoki’s views, was the striving of 
Pentecostal and other similar Christian movements to 
adhere as closely as possible to the church order preva-
lent in early Christianity. According to Bishop Simo-
joki, in all these traditions, faith is bound to a particular 
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Dr. Olavi Kares29 demonstrated that the proposed 
amendments concerning the episcopal office in the 
Church Manual concealed Anglican influences on 
the Finnish Lutheran Church’s understanding of the 
church and the ordained office. According to Alaja 
Anglican influence was visible in two amendments 
proposed by the committee in connection with the 
episcopal office. In the first case, the title of Chap-
ter 14 had been changed from ‘The Installation of 
the Bishop’ to ‘The Ordination of the Bishop’. In this 
respect, Alaja observes that, because Church Law in 
any case stipulates that the bishop is ordained after 
his appointment, it is irrelevant whether the Church 
Manual speaks of installation or ordination. However, 
Alaja believes that the phrase ‘ordination of a bishop’ 
requires the admission of an alien understanding of 
episcopacy into the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Finland. 

Second, the provision in Chapter 15 that a cathe-
dral dean or an assessor from a cathedral chapter may 
undertake the ordination of priests, when a bishop is, 
for some reason, impeded from ordaining, had been 
completely omitted from the draft proposal. Alaja 
points out that the notion that only a bishop may 
ordain a priest belongs to a high-church Anglican 
understanding of episcopacy. According to Alaja, 
the proposed changes to the Church Manual were 
the result of the ecumenical discussions between the 
English and Finnish churches of the 1930s.30 Alaja ob-
serves that a decision of the Convocation of Canter-
bury of 6th June 1935 set the conditions for full com-
munion between the Finnish and English churches as 
‘the common episcopal office’ and episcopal ordina-
tion to priesthood. According to Alaja, the Convoca-
tion represented a call for the bishops of the Finnish 
church to ‘remove any doubt concerning this matter 
in their church’. 31 Alaja explains that this meant that, 
in the 1930s, Finns had committed to ensuring that 
future ordinations were always performed by bishops, 
stating that it would have been a most remarkable co-
incidence had the amendments to the Manual Chap-
ter 15 arisen without these conditions having been 
set by the Church of England. No relationship with 
the Church of England ought, however, to require 
changes to the Church Law and the Church Manual, 
Alaja reasoned, to the effect that only ordination of 

priests by bishops in apostolic succession might be 
deemed a necessity for the office thus conferred to be 
considered valid.32

According to Bishop Alaja, a letter on 10 March 
1936 from the late Archbishop Erkki Kaila to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury shows that the bishops 
of the ELCF were clearly aware of the importance of 
the conditions set by the Anglican church. However, 
Alaja acknowledges that Archbishop Kaila’s letter 
brought the Lutheran understanding of the ordained 
office to the attention of the Church of England. Nev-
ertheless, Alaja criticizes Archbishop Kaila for writ-
ing the word ‘church’ with a capital ‘C’ in his letter, 
an approach that would not, even for the reasons of 
courtesy, have corresponded to a Finnish understand-
ing of the church.33

Eino Sormunen, the Bishop of Kuopio, deals with 
the episcopal office in passing in the Diocese of Kuo-
pio’s five-year report for the period from 1 Septem-
ber 1942 to 1 September 1947: Kuopion Hiippakunta 
1.9.1942–1.9.1947. The bishop expresses his concern 
that ‘solutions arrived upon at the heat of the mo-
ment’ in the General Synod might forever compro-
mise the church’s episcopal ideal. He emphasises that 
the episcopal ideal has protected the church’s spiritual 
independence, so this would represent a major loss.34 
In his opinion, however, it would be a real source of 
power if all the church’s members understood that 
the ordained office was not of human derivation, 
but an office spiritually ordained by the Lord of the 
Church.35

Bishop Eino Sormunen deals with the church’s 
office in further detail in his book Kirkko, Kristuksen 
ruumis (1962). According to Sormunen, the ecclesias-
tical office and ordination should be viewed not mere-
ly as measures ‘for the sake of order’ but as part of the 
essence and mission of the church. The ordained of-
fice belongs to the infrastructure of the church no less 
than the canon of scripture and the confessions. That 
is, the office is part of the church’s essence, esse eccle-
siae, not merely something that benefits it, bene esse 
ecclesiae.36 Sormunen justifies his conception of the 
church by highlighting that both the ordained office’s 
threefold structure (of bishop, priest and deacon) 
and the laying on of hands are already rooted in the 
New Testament. Concerning the laying on of hands, 
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he states that today’s researchers agree that this is not 
simply a question of a beautiful ceremony but that the 
laying on of hands confers the gift of the Holy Spirit. 
However, Sormunen states that this gift of the Holy 
Spirit is not by its nature indelible.37 He goes on to say 
that researchers have shown that there is no evidence 
in the New Testament that the laying on of hands is 
merely an external sign, one with no inward meaning, 
adding that researchers believe ordination to have 
the nature of a sacramental act. Sormunen holds that 
recognition of the religious significance of ordination 
had in fact been complicated by the confusion be-
tween the conferring of a lifelong office (ordination) 
with appointment to a limited task or specific office 
(installation), suggesting that Georg Rietschel had 
done the worst damage to the research by defining or-
dination as a purely legal-administrative appointment 
to office and an authority with no liturgical religious 
significance.38

Bishop Sormunen also found Luther’s writings on 
the ecclesiastical office to be somewhat problematic. 
Nevertheless, he finds justification in Luther’s writing 
for the Nordic countries’ maintaining of the ancient 
episcopal order. At the same time, he also believes that 
the relation between the universal priesthood and 
ordained office is problematic in Luther’s writings 
and has caused considerable difficulty in Germany.39 
He states that the tradition of the Swedish-Finnish 
church was among the models used by the German 
Lutheran churches when they restored the episcopacy 
in the early twentieth century and that, when episco-
pal order is established in new churches, the Swedish-
Finnish model is often the one followed.40

Concerning the apostolic succession, Sormunen 
states that the Catholic Church justifies the apostolic-
ity of the church’s message based on the doctrine of 
successio apostolica, that, upon ordination, a priest in 
the Catholic Church receives something that is, of its 
essence, indelible—‘character indelebilis’. According 
to Sormunen, the Lutheran church also speaks of suc-
cession and tradition but that these are based not on 
inexhaustibility but on the continuation of a predeces-
sor’s assigned task. In speaking of such a succession, 
Sormunen thus uses the term successio functionalis.41

According to Sormunen, it has yet to be resolved 
whether it is correct to speak of three distinct of-

fices or one office with different degrees and distinct 
roles.42 He maintains that a regulation in the Canons 
of Hippolytus sheds light on this issue: a person may 
be accepted as a validly ordained deacon or priest 
without the laying on of hands by a bishop, but, if he 
becomes a bishop, he must receive it.43 Despite this, 
however, Sormunen states that the Lutheran Church 
essentially adheres to the principle that there is only 
one office of the word.44 

In Sormunen’s opinion, as long as the church has 
assigned tasks specifically to the bishop or those he 
nominates at his discretion, there is no reason to de-
part from the longstanding tradition of the church, 

29 Olavi Kares was ordained to serve as Bishop of Kuopio in 
1962.

30 Alaja 1959, 52–54. Pajunen 2008, 27–42, includes a de-
tailed description of the dialogue process between the 
ELCF and the Church of England.

31 Alaja 1952, 54. Alaja quotes Convocation of Canterbury 
1948: ‘Further, and as a means towards such a complete 
unity, this House, noting that the Episcopal Ordination of 
Presbyters is the regular practice of the Church, and as-
suming that the Bishops of the Church will take steps to 
put the practice of the Church of Finland beyond doubt, 
approves the following recommendations.’ It was a regular 
practice in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland for 
the cathedral dean to perform ordinations, when the bishop 
could not be present.

32 Alaja 1952, 54.
33 Alaja 1952, 54.
34 Sormunen 1947, 5–6. Sormunen opines that any move by 

the church towards a fuller democracy would prove to be a 
major mistake.

35 Sormunen 1947, 6–7. 
36 Sormunen 1962, 68–69. He justifies this view on the basis 

of the following research on the topic: H. von Campen-
hausen: Kirchliches Amt; Hans Dombois: Ordnung und 
Unordnung der Kirche; Heinz Schütte: Um die wiederver-
einigung im Glauben; Hjalmar Lindroth: En bok om kyr-
kans ämbete, En bok om kyrkan; H.Echternach: Segnende 
Kirche; J. Heubach: Die Ordination zum Amt der Kirche; 
E. Sommerlath: Amt und allgemeines Priestertum; E. 
Lohse: Die Ordination; H. Lieberg: Amt u. Ordination.

37 Sormunen 1962, 67. He neither analyses nor justifies this 
statement here, offering it merely as a parenthetical re-
mark. On page 80, Sormunen states that, in the Catholic 
Church, a priest receives ‘character indelebilis’ at ordina-
tion. 

38 Sormunen 1962, 65–68.
39 Sormunen 1962, 66.
40 Sormunen 1962, 72.
41 Sormunen 1962, 80.
42 Sormunen 1962, 73.
43 Sormunen 1962, 67.
44 Sormunen 1962, 73.
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especially given that the bishop has no parish in which 
he might be ‘installed to an office’. It would thus be 
completely inappropriate to speak of ‘the high-church 
movement’ or ‘Catholicism’, because the episcopal of-
fice is true to the traditions that have existed since the 
early church. He maintains that it is worth holding on 
to the laying on of hands because it stems from the 
salvation-realism of early Christianity. He adamantly 
states that denouncing the biblical laying on of hands as 
magic sews confusion, warning against undermining 
perceptions of the episcopal office and the laying on of 
hands through rationalism or reformed spiritualism.45

CONCLUSIONS
The research material demonstrates that all the bish-
ops reviews here appear united in the view that the 
episcopal office in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Finland has, at least thus far, been arranged correctly 
and in accordance with Lutheran principles. Interest-
ingly, however, they appear to disagree on how the 
episcopal office or the apostolic succession should be 
understood. They are, disagreeing over the proper Lu-
theran view on the episcopal office. For example, there 
are divergences in the bishops’ thinking concerning 
the extent to which the office is a practical arrange-
ment or part of an institution inherently belonging to 
the church instituted by God. It is illustrative that, even 
within one national church in the Lutheran church 
family and within a relatively short period, there can be 
so many different views on the episcopal office.

There is no unified opinion among the bishops 
concerning how the laying on of hands should be 
viewed in the Lutheran churches. Archbishop Aleksi 
Lehtonen considers episcopal church order and the 
apostolic succession to be positive elements in the life 
of the Finnish church. He considers both to be valuable 
gifts of God but stresses that they are external features. 
In his opinion, however, such external features are 
still significant. He justifies the importance of the his-
toric episcopate and the apostolic succession based on 
purely practical reasons. The episcopal church order 
and the apostolic succession are the church’s security in 
the face of the predations of secular powers. According 
to Archbishop Lehtonen, the laying on of hands is an 
external act which cannot be thought of as conferring 
anything internal to the one being ordained. He is criti-

cal of the notion that ‘mysterious powers’ are conferred, 
calling such an idea ‘vulgar and Catholic’.

Bishops Gulin, Alaja and Simojoki take the same 
approach. They regard the Anglican church’s teach-
ing on successio apostolica as clearly contradicting the 
doctrine of the Lutheran church and attempting to 
limit God’s power. According to Gulin, it turns every-
thing on its head to insist on the apostolic succession 
as an absolute requirement, for this would mean that 
the ordained office creates the Word and not that the 
Word creates the office. The same can be said of Si-
mojoki, who sees the demand for apostolic succession 
as placing the office ahead of the gospel. Alaja like-
wise refuses to accept that the right to ordain priests 
ought to be restricted to bishops. Alaja and Simojoki 
also clearly emphasise that Lutherans should stand 
firm in the face of external pressures. Alaja sees An-
glicans as representing the most pernicious contem-
porary threat to teachings concerning the ordained 
office; Simojoki also mentions Roman Catholics and 
Pentecostals and associated movements in this re-
spect. Questions related to the episcopal office often 
arise in the bishops’ writings in connection with ecu-
menical issues. The bishops on the one hand defend 
the Finnish church order from the views expressed 
by the Church of England and on the other hand re-
ject any claim that the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Finland had embraced overly ‘high-church’ views. 
Bishop Alaja rightly suspects that the conversations 
with the Church of England had influenced the work-
ing group’s proposed revisions of the Church Manual.

Eino Sormunen’s emphasis on the significance of 
the episcopal office and the laying on of hands marks 
the most radical departure from the views of the other 
bishops, though he does not seem to fully subscribe 
to the doctrine of successio apostolica. He underlines 
that the gift of the Holy Spirit is conferred through 
the laying on of hands, warning that the significance 
of the act must not be diluted by rationalism or de-
scribed as magic. Sormunen views the church’s office 
as belonging to the realm of God’s law (iure divino). 
In his opinion, it would be a real source of power if 
all the churches were to understand that the ordained 
office is not a human statute but an office of the Spirit 
ordained by the Lord of the Church. Sormunen also 
differs from the others in that he gives equal recogni-
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tion to the ordained office, the canon of scripture, and 
the confessions as being part of the basic structure of 
the church. Sormunen also expresses his dissatisfac-
tion with the prevailing Lutheran view that there is es-
sentially one ordained office. He sees the question as 
yet unresolved, referring to an extract from the Canon 
of Hippolytus that seems to suggest the episcopal of-
fice being in some sort of special position compared 
to those of priests and deacons. Sormunen does not, 
however, subscribe to the Catholic Church’s doctrine 
of the church’s character indelebilis, stating that the 
reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit in ordination 
does not yet mean that its character is indelible.

Both Alaja and Sormunen fear that changes made 
at the General Synod would forever compromise the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland’s under-
standing of episcopacy.46 Alaja is concerned that the 
result of the proposed amendments to the Church 
Manual presented to the General Synod would lead 
to increasing emphasis on the importance of the 
episcopal office. Meanwhile, Sormunen is concerned 
that solutions arrived upon at the heat of the moment 
would undermine the episcopal office. Thus, Alaja 
and Sormunen both agree that there is insufficient 
understanding of the theology of the ecclesiastical of-
fice in the General Synod.

Both Archbishop Lehtonen and Bishop Sor-
munen emphasise the importance of the episcopal 
office for the church’s independence. According to 
Lehtonen the churches in which there is a traditional 
ecclesiastical leadership have best survived the pre-
dations of secular powers. Sormunen maintains that 
the episcopal ideal has guarded the church’s spiritual 
independence. Both consider the apostolic succession 
significant, although Lehtonen considers the laying 
on of hands a purely external act, whereas Sormunen 
maintains that it also has internal significance.

According to Bishop Simojoki, the priestly office, 
along with Christ and the gospel, is constitutive of the 
church, but the ordained office is last in this order and 
is in service of the gospel. The relationship between the 
gospel and the ordained office is thus a subordinate 
one of service. Simojoki thus takes a broad view of the 
church’s office as belonging to the priesthood of all the 
baptised. According to Bishop Simojoki, while how the 
ecclesiastical office is constructed belongs to human 

law (iure humano), the office itself is established by 
God and belongs to the essence of the church—to that 
which constitutes the church’s ‘esse’. God established 
the office of preaching but not how the ecclesiastical of-
fice should be implemented in practice. Simojoki thus 
sees the value of the church’s office in that it serves the 
aspects that are based on God’s law (iure divino).

Bishop Sormunen, on the other hand, hoped that 
every church member would understand that the 
ordained office is not a human statute, elevating the 
office to equal status with that of the canon of scrip-
ture and the confessions. According to Archbishop 
Lehtonen, the ordained office belonged to the exter-
nal features of the church, but he did not see the exter-
nal and internal as mutually exclusive. In Lehtonen’s 
thinking, the external and internal are parallel and of 
equal value, comparing their relationship to that of 
body and soul.

In Bishop Simojoki’s view, the episcopal office is a 
pragmatic form of priesthood, and the priesthood is 
one form of the office of a servant of Christ. The other 
forms of the office of a servant of Christ are those 
pertaining to the work of a deacon and a cantor, as 
well as other tasks of a servant of the gospel that have 
emerged according to the needs of the age and that are 
performed by both women and men. However, Simo-
joki does not clarify what means by these other tasks 
or ‘offices’. In Bishop Simojoki’s thinking, the line 
between clergy and laity is blurred, and the broadest 
sense of priesthood should also include women. For 
Simojoki, the church’s offices can and must adapt to 
the needs of the age and each parish. New church of-
fices arise in accordance with the parish’s needs, and 
those who work in them might no longer be classifia-
ble as laypeople. Nevertheless, all priesthood is rooted 
in the universal priesthood of the baptised, and, in 
principle, any Christian has an equal right to preach 
and administer the sacraments. However, for practi-
cal reasons and for the sake of general order, God has 
established an ordained priesthood.

45 Sormunen 1962, 73–74.
46 Sormunen recorded his concerns in 1945, when the Gener-

al Synod was deliberating on synodical church order, Alaja 
in 1960, when the General Synod was discussing amend-
ments to the Church Manual.
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It is noteworthy that, already between 1945 and 
1965, questions about the episcopal office arise 
especially in situations where the thinking of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland has been 
reflected upon those of other Christian denomina-
tions and revival movements. Therefore, based on 
this study, it is possible to surmise that the topic of 
the episcopal office must have been discussed even 
more after the end of the Second Vatican Council in 
1965. It is for future studies to determine whether 
bishops have achieved a more coherent understand-
ing of the theology of their office in an even more 
ecumenically active period.
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