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Last week’s column described how the demands for “gay rights”, women’s ordination and was and liberal theology are gradually tearing the Church of England apart. The noble denomination of C.S.Lewis, T.S.Eliot and R.S.Thomas is gradually being replaced by a novel, politically correct body which shuffles behind the changes in British public opinion, embroidering them with Christian stitchwork..

In Decline and Fall, Evelyn Waugh remarked, “There is a species of person called a ‘Modern Churchman’ who draws the full salary of a beneficed clergyman and need not commit himself to any religious belief.”

Indeed, liberal theology has moved out of the academy into the vicarage. Many regard the basic Christian teachings - the Incarnation, the Trinity, Christ’s Atonement for our sins and His bodily Resurrection from the tomb - as no more than poetic myths or meaningful symbols, but not historical, world-changing facts. Nor should Catholics complacently assume that their clergy are exempt from the same trends.

The experience of the Swedish Lutheran State Church may hold some clues as to future developments within Anglicanism. Some twenty years ago it went through many of the traumas and crises now affecting the Church of England. Moreover, by the Anglican-Lutheran Porvoo Declaration of 1997, it is in full communion with the C. of E. 


The Swedish Church had an almost total grasp over the Swedish population. Belonging to the State Church – if not belief in its creeds - was part of the national identity of being Swedish. Around 1980 some 95% of the population were still registered as its members, 80% of children were being baptised, and 95% of funerals conducted by the Church. Even now 79% of Swedes are members, but very few – a tiny 1.5% - attend regularly.

Indeed, of Sweden’s 8.85 million total population, only 260,000 attend any church regularly. This is under 3%, making Sweden one of the world’s most secularized countries. 130,000 attend the State Lutheran Church, the other 130,000 are Catholics, free church or Orthodox.

Originally Viking Sweden was evangelised about the year 1000 AD and became Catholic. During the Reformation King Gustav Vasa broke with Rome. In 1527 he subjected the Church to crown control, and confiscated many of its assets. Gradually Lutheran ideas and practices took root. His successors wavered between Catholicism and Calvinism. A definitive statement of the Swedish Church’s Lutheran identity was pronounced only in 1593.

Lutherism retains much Catholic ceremonial and professes the real presence in the Eucharist, but by consubstantiation rather than transubstantiation i.e. the substance of the bread and wine remain. Rome, however, did not recognise the priesthood of the Swedish Church, possibly because it abolished the diaconate, which is a prerequisite for priestly ordination.

The Church of Sweden became one of the first “high” Protestant churches to ordain women priests. In 1945 the Swedish Parliament passed an Equal Rights Law, and in 1950 a Royal Commission recommended women’s ordination. The Church Assembly resisted such moves up to 1958, when Swedish church leaders and theologians changed their position virtually overnight. Under extreme State and media pressure they backed down, accepting women’s ordination.

A “conscience clause” guaranteed that no bishop could be forced to ordain women, nor could a male candidate be denied ordination because he conscientiously opposed women’s ordination. On Palm Sunday 1960 the first female ordinations were performed.

Opponents of the move refused to celebrate with or attend services given by the female ministers. By 1978 there were still only 375 women ministers out of a total of 3000. Male clergy unable to accept women’s ministry could still resort to the “conscience clause,” but this now came under sustained media attack as discriminatory. New rules were introduced to forbid separate ordination services for male and female ordinands, and insisting that all bishops accept female priests.

Finally, in 1982, Parliament and then the Church Assembly abolished the protective “conscience clause.” Henceforth, “all priests should cooperate with each other in all priestly functions.” Male priests and ordinands had to accept female priests. The Church Assembly was restructured: many of its delegates were now lay political candidates, nominated by the political parties, and not themselves churchgoers.

Orthodox objectors – either those who had more Catholic view of priesthood, or Lutheran evangelicals who objected to women ministers on Scriptural grounds – now formed a Free Synod. They  represented an estimated 40% of active churchgoers in the Church of Sweden. However, they were pilloried in the media as the ecclesiastical equivalents of racists, sexists, homophobes, neonazis and pedophiles.

As the more old-fashioned “woman hating” bishops (as the media called them) came up to compulsory retirement age (67), liberal candidates took over their sees. 

Eventually there remained only one “orthodox” Bishop, Bertil Gaertner of Gothenburg, who had to retire in 1991. His liberal successor soon created uproar by authorizing clandestine blessings of same-sex “unions.”

In 1993 the Bishops’ Conference, now completely in the hands of liberals and rationalists, decreed that no opponents of women’s ordination could henceforth be ordained priests in the Church of Sweden.

The 1994 report “The Church and Homosexuality” took a liberal line. While gay “unions” were not “marriages” in the Christian sense, the Church could and should find a way to “bless” them.


In 1997-8 the first woman bishops arrived: Christina Odenberg was appointed to the Lund diocese, and Caroline Krook to Stockholm. Women now comprised 30% of the active clergy (1,175 out of 3,956).


“Women-hater” priests already serving, were excluded from promotion and forced to stay put in the same parish until retirement. In defiance of the official bishops, they began to form “koinonias,” fellowships, looking to retired Bishop Gaertner as their leader. Some transferred to the Catholic Church or to Orthodoxy. Others are considering setting up an independent Lutheran Church. 


In 2000, the Government disestablished the Church of Sweden and cut its links with the monarchy. 

December 2001 witnessed the first public ceremony of blessing a lesbian “partnership” in Uppsala Cathedral - the cathedra of Sweden’s archbishop, thus the equivalent of Canterbury Cathedral or York Minster.  The happy couple were the Archbishop of Stockholm’s sister, herself a priestess, and a divorced laywoman “feminist theologian.” In such ways the Swedish Church intends to bring its practice into line with “contemporary Swedish realities”.

In a very sad article, “A Grief Observed- On Being a Priest in a Dying Church,” the traditionalist Rev Dr Folke Olofsson, 35 years ordained, Rector of Rasbo and Lecturer at Uppsala University, writes “I have seen how the church has changed, how is has been occupied and been taken over from the outside and the inside. I have seen all the small steps leading to where the Church of Sweden is now. And I have not been able to stop it………infiltrated and occupied as it is by leftist church politicians and liberal revisionists.”

There is now near zero tolerance of those who have a theological objection to women clergy.

The lady bishop of Stockholm writes: “My opinion is crystal clear: those who do not approve of the ordination of women must leave the Church of Sweden. Those who do not want to share worship communion with women priests have excluded themselves. […] The problem with these priests is that they want a severance payment at the same time as they want to be martyrs. There is no rule in the Church of Sweden which states that martyrs should have a golden parachute”.

Alternatively, as Ulla Johansson in an editorial in the magazine Brotherhood, the mouthpiece of the Christian Socialists, eloquently put it: “Throw out the church hooligans…….

There is now only one obligatory dogma which ordinands of the Church of Sweden are compelled to profess: the validity of women’s ordination. Pleading liberal interpretations of the Scriptures, they may deny the Resurrection of Christ, the Incarnation, the Atonement, but women’s ordination they cannot deny. Practising gays and lesbians are welcome, but those who cannot accept women priests must not be let through the door. Such is tolerance.

The lesbitransgay agenda has made further symbolic conquests. Uppsala Cathedral was used for a photographic exhibition of naked bodies by a lesbian photographer. One montage of the Last Supper depicted Jesus wearing high-heeled ladies’ shoes, surrounded by lecherous leather- and chain-clad men. Jesus did not hold a piece of bread in his hand. He held a powder puff - the emblem of Narcissism, pleasing the onlookers with himself as a sexual object.

Hopefully, the African Anglicans will hold the Church of England back from following a similar route.

Given the state of the Church of Sweden, what then of the Swedish Catholics? They number a symbolic 144,000, 1.62% of the population, with one Bishop, Anders Arborelius of Stockholm. Their 40 parishes are served by a healthy 145 priests and 225 nuns. The task of apologetics and preaching traditional Christianity now falls to them. Converts are plentiful. 

Significant for future ecumenism, Bishop Arborelius recently published an agreed statement about Christian fundamentals with the leader of Stockholm’s largest Pentecostal church.
