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CONFIRMATION TRAINING IN FINLAND

Confirmation training occupies a very special position as a form of activity in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland: no other form of Church activity reaches such a large proportion of its target group. Every year some 90 percent of 15 year-olds participate in confirmation classes, which is more than the percentage of the age group belonging to the Church.
 At the same time the Finns are among the most passive church-goers in Europe.
 However, in no other country do the confirmation training of the Lutheran Church occupy such a position. 

A considerable number of young people who are not members of the Church also participate in confirmation training. Each year some 2,000 young people join the Church through confirmation training, accounting for three percent of all those confirmed that year.
 In 2007 a total of 59,888 young people young people underwent confirmation training, which amounts to 88.5 percent of the age cohort of 15. To be more precise, not quite so many of that cohort do so at the age of 15 as a small number of those in confirmation training are, for example, those taking confirmation training when in national military service or others of adult age.

In Finland the popularity of confirmation training has remained fairly constant since the mid-1970s (see Figure 1). At the beginning of the 1970s almost 100 percent of young people were still taking confirmation training (in 1970 it was 98.3 percent, in 1971 it was 99.3%). Thereafter and right up to the early 2000s the number of confirmants was 90–95 percent of 15 year-olds. There has been a certain amount of fluctuation in numbers of confirmants, the peak after 1975 being in 1984 with 95.2 percent of 15 year-olds attending. The smallest number is recorded for 2005, with 87.9 percent of 15-year-olds participating in confirmation training.

All in all the relative share of 15 year-olds in confirmation training after the mid 1980s has mainly evinced a very slow decline. Girls and boys attend confirmation training equally frequently.

Figure 1. Lutheran confirmation in Finland and membership rate of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 1970–2007.
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In Finland confirmation training is clearly a part of youth culture. Earlier studies show that the peer group is of pivotal importance in participation in confirmation training: young people want to be like the others. Participation in confirmation training is generally taken for granted both by young people and their parents. Although they are thought to be a duty linked to the age, young people are mostly happy to participate. Other reasons evinced by young people in addition to peers and social pressure concern the rights conferred. The eligibility for marriage in church and to be a godparent is considered important. Various studies have shown that eligibility for marriage in church has for years been the single most important reason for attending confirmation training.
 Many studies also show that confirmation training has positive effects on young people’s religiosity.
 However, the quality of the training matters a lot. 

Most of the confirmants, nine out of ten, attend training held in a confirmation camp, a form of classes whose popularity has increased (see Figure 2). This in undoudtedly one of the main strengths of the Finnish confirmation system. Only six percent completed confirmation training on a dayschool basis mainly during summer time, two percent through after-school classes and two percent privately.

The popularity of training taking the form of a camp increased markedly in Finland in the 1970s and 1980s. In 1970 only a third (35.0%) of confirmants participated in a camp, in 1979 over half (53.9%) and at the end of the 1980s four out of five (80.1%). At he same time there has been a proportionate decrease in the popularity of confirmation training through evening classes. 

Figure 2. Shares of confirmants in Finland participating in camps, after-school classes and dayschool training 1970–2006. (%)
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The parish employees as well as ordinary Finns regard confirmation work as a highly important field of work. The survey collected in 2004 reveals that as many as 82 percent of church employees regard confirmation training as very important field of work and 17 percent as fairly important. Only one percent of the parish employees regard confirmation work as rather unimportant and nobody as unimportant. When compared with other fields of work, confirmation work in seen as one of the most important fields of work together with baptism and funeral. For example Sunday services are regarded as less important.

Also ordinary Finns typically regard confirmation work as an important field of work and as more important than Sunday services. A total of 44 percent regards it as very important and 34 percent as fairly important.
 The Finns also see that confirmation work is well handled in the Church. A total of 81 percent is satisfied with the way in which the work with confirmation training is done. Only four percent is not satisfied.

However, not even in Finland should the high share of confirmants be taken for granted. In the Finnish metropolitan area the share of confirmants has clearly fallen. In 2006 the participation rate in the Diocese of Helsinki was 75.5 percent and in the Diocese of Espoo 84.3 percent of 15 year-olds (see Table 1). Of all towns and cities the lowest participation rate in confirmation training is in the city of Helsinki, where in 2006 participation among 15-year-olds living was 70.7 percent. The highest participation rate was in the Diocese of Oulu (93%) and in the Diocese of Lapua (92%).

Table 1. Shares by diocese of those born who were baptised, of 15-year-olds undergoing confirmation training and of those belonging to the Church in 2006.%.

	Diocese
	Share of those born who were baptised
	Share of 15-year-olds taking confirmation training
	Share of the population belonging to the Church

	Turku
	87.0
	90.7
	84.9

	Tampere
	85.5
	90.4
	82.1

	Oulu
	90.8
	93.3
	88.3

	Mikkeli
	90.4
	91.2
	86.4

	Porvoo
	89.5
	90.9
	89.2

	Kuopio
	87.5
	89.5
	84.6

	Lapua
	88.8
	92.4
	86.6

	Helsinki
	70.3
	75.5
	70.8

	Espoo
	80.2
	84.3
	78.9

	Whole Church
	84.2
	88.2
	82.4


The civil confirmation, the non-religious alternative to church confirmation has never been very popular in Finland. Since the end of the 1980s the non-religious Prometheus camps have endeavoured to provide an alternative to confirmation training. The Prometheus camps are intended as growing-up camps for those aged 14–15. They entail no religious or world view commitment. The first Prometheus camp was arranged in 1989. The principle on which Prometheus camps are arranged is to try to provide growing-up camps for young people who do not belong to any religious denomination. They welcome all young people who have completed the 8th class at school, but are primarily intended for those with no religious affiliation. The educational principles are based on humanism. They are organised by an association entitled Prometheusleirin tuki ry, also known as Protu. In 2006 participants numbered over one percent of the age group.

Developing confirmation training in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 

How did confirmation originate and develop in Finland? During the post-Reformation period in the 1600s favouring purity of doctrine a system of education was developed in Finland which was preserved until the 1800s. Confirmation training came into being within this system. There was a desire to retain and develop through education that which was found to be right and pure doctrine.

Confirmation training developed out of the teaching and catechism hearing in preparation for the first Communion. Initially the minimum age for participation in confirmation training was eight years, but this subsequently rose. According to the ecclesiastical legislation of 1686 the age for confirmation was 13 to 14. The legislation of 1686 stipulated that in order to receive Holy Communion or to be married it was necessary to be able to read from a book and to know Luther’s Small Catechism.
 Thus confirmation training culminating in the first Communion developed into a solemn moment associated with entry into adulthood: in order to be a fully empowered adult, with the right to receive Holy Communion and be married it was necessary to complete confirmation training. Confirmation training culminating in confirmation thus constituted the point at which one officially attained permission to marry. The Church had the sole right to grant such permission. Thus confirmation training and the first Communion assumed the status of a rite of passage which as of the 1700s divided youth into three castes: those who had not taken confirmation training, those engaged in taking it and those who had completed it. Before such training one was a child; after it one was an adult.

Through confirmation training a young person progressed from minor status in the parish to become a fully empowered member and at the same time proclaimed allegiance to the religious community. In a situation in which Church and society were closely linked, confirmation training as a rite of passage also stood for secular thresholds and attained the general status of the rite which marked the passage from childhood to adulthood.

Confirmation training made children into adults. This was also apparent in external changes. Before confirmation a young person was not permitted to participate in the amusements of adults. Cursing, smoking and drinking coffee and alcohol were forbidden. After confirmation girls could put their hair up and boys began to use men’s shirts. Short skirts and trousers were replaced by long ones. A young person now entered in the books of adults, was entitled to take coffee and liquor and to smoke, to court members of the opposite sex and to assume responsibilities. An individual who had completed confirmation training attained rights which in the eyes of modern people may appear very trivial, such as the right to drink a cup of coffee, or even two. However, the most important thing was that on being entered in the books of the adult the young person became entitled to full participation in the activities of young people and was permitted to go courting. After being confirmed a young person gained freedom which without the “parson’s teaching” was not possible.

In the first half of the 1900s confirmation training and confirmation were still considered proof of civic competence such that they were almost without exception noted on official documents issued by the Church (in Finnish: virkatodistus). Absence of confirmation aroused inconvenient suspicions regarding the holder.

Indeed, confirmation training and confirmation continue to be a requirement for full membership of the parish. Only a parishioner who has completed confirmation training and been confirmed may participate independently in Holy Communion, be married in church and become a godparent. The significance of confirmation training as a rite of adulthood, however, has diminished: full membership of society no longer requires completion of confirmation training.

Over the years there have been regular reforms of confirmation training.
 The most recent curriculum is from 2001. “Life – Faith – Prayer: Confirmation Curriculum 2001” was approved in 2001. According to it the overall objective is that: a young person should be strengthened in his/her faith in God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost into which s/he was received through holy Baptism, grow in love of his/her neighbour and live in prayer and the fellowship of the parish. 

This overall objective should govern everything that happens in confirmation training, both studies and leisure and all the time spent together.

The confirmation curriculum has clearly taken account of the development occurring in pedagogical thinking. An attempt has been made to abandon school-like division into lessons and to embark on study modules. With the change in teaching and the conception of learning, the teaching has become pupil-centred. The pupil is an active, functioning subject, no longer the recipient of teaching. Confirmation training has changed from knowledge-based teaching to broad activity. Effort is invested in providing not only understanding but also experiences and activity. At the core there is the young person’s own questions on life and the teaching emanating from them.

According to the curriculum for confirmation training of 2001, confirmation training is seen as part of the continuously confirming role of the Church throughout a person’s entire life. What precedes confirmation training is upbringing in the home, likewise the work of the parish with children and families. After confirmation training there is youth work in various forms and the adult activities of the parish. Thus the unique significance of confirmation training as baptismal training has given way to lifelong growth as a Christian. In the Lutheran Church baptismal training was initially perceived to culminate in confirmation, because a person baptised as a child was perceived to personally renew the baptismal vows made on his/her behalf by the parents and godparents.

The confirmation training curriculum of 2001 does not seek to provide detailed instructions as to how confirmation training should be implemented, but rather to support individual planning on the local level. The plan provides the bases and general direction for the local planning of confirmation training, its implementation, evaluation and constant further development.

What is taught during confirmation training? The church order requires that teaching should be given according to the tenets of Christianity. The doctrine of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, the Catechism, rests on the Trinity Christological foundation of the Church expressed in Luther’s Small Catechism. The three main parts of the Catechism, the Ten Commandments, the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer serve as the basic divisions for teaching during confirmation training. “Life” (the Ten Commandments), “faith” (the Creed) and “Prayer” (the Lord’s Prayer) thus constitute that part of the teaching based on the main parts of the Catechism, which are mutually dependent and reinforcing.

According to the confirmation training curriculum the training period should last for at least half a year: from the first meeting to the last meeting. In terms of contact hours confirmation training should include at least 80 hours. First the training comprises 6–12 hours at the beginning, the aim of which being that the young person should have a sense of belonging to a group and orient towards shared learning and confirmation training work. The actual content teaching element comprises 44–56 hours of teaching. The concluding element (8–10 hours) is intended for the young person to analyse and evaluate what has been learned and make a connection to wider entities and make sense of it for his/her life and prepare for confirmation. There is also a module (8–16 hours) in conjunction with the parish which is intended to enable the young person to learn to know the local parish and to become familiar with the workings of the Church and to live in connection with the parish.

The most typical way of organising a confirmation training period of a training group is to start it with several day meetings (e.g. on Saturdays) during the school year (typically during winter and spring). The main part of the training usually takes place during summer or winter holiday on a camp. The camp period typically lasts for about seven days. The confirmation is most often held within a week or two after the camp period. The maximum size of a group is 25.

What about after confirmation training? Many confirmants are interested to continue their parish activity, especially as a volunteer in church youth work. Young confirmed volunteers (YCVs) are an important part of Church youth work in Finland – and in most parishes it is the essential core of it. In some parishes it is the only part of it. The main work of these volunteers is to work as assistant leaders at confirmation training groups and other children’s and youth work.
 Each year about one in three of the confirmants start the training for YCVs after their own confirmation. Most of them also complete the training and later work as volunteers – some of them for many years. In 2007 a total of 27,000 young people attended the training to become YCVs and a total of 18,000 young people worked as young confirmed volunteers. This amounts to one third of the number of confirmants that year. The volunteers are mostly girls. According to Church statistics 68 per cent of those who attended YCV training in 2007 were girls. Of those who worked as YCVs, 67 per cent were girls.
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� In 2007 81.7 per cent of the whole population belonged to the Evangelical Lutheran Church. Only two per cent belonged to any other religious denomination.


� See e.g. Kääriäinen & Niemelä & Ketola 2005; Mikkola & Niemelä & Petterson 2007.


� In 2007 a total of 1,859 young people joined the Church through confirmation training. Of them 1,114 were also baptised. The others were already baptised as a child but had left the Church after it.


� See Tolonen 1972, Ahonen 1981, Vermavuori & Nurmi 1992; Niemelä 2002a, Niemelä 2008.
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