
1

Challenges 
and Opportunities 

Catholic Life 
in Finland



2 3

Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ!

Thank you for your kindness and warm hospitality. It 
brings me great joy to see your interest in this small – but 
steadily growing – local church in Finland, which holds a 
very special place in my heart.

In this brochure, you’ll discover more about who we are, 
our roots, and, most importantly, the hopes and dreams 
that inspire us. We are working toward many exciting new 
projects, and perhaps you might feel called to help us 
bring them to life. Without the generous support of many 
benefactors, some of these wonderful initiatives may have 
to be paused.

With a heart full of gratitude, I keep you in my prayers. 
May God richly bless you all.

+ Raimo Goyarrola

Bishop of Helsinki
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Introduction

Finland is a country located on the eastern edge of 
Northern Europe, between Scandinavia and Russia. Spir-
itually, culturally, and historically, our country is closely 
connected to other Nordic countries and Western Europe. 
Our eastern border with Russia is long, over 1,300 kilome-
ters (almost a thousand miles), and carefully monitored.

Geographically, Finland is smaller than Germany but 
larger than Italy. However, our population is only about 
one-tenth of theirs: slightly under 6 million people.

Medieval Finland Was a Catholic Country

Finland as a land and nation began to take shape about 
1,000 years ago. Around the same time, influences began 
to flow into the country from both the West and the East. 
The most significant of these was Christianity. Its arrival 
was sealed by Bishop Henry, who came to the western 
coast of Finland from Sweden with King Eric during the 
so-called First Crusade. After the campaign ended, Bishop 
Henry stayed in Finland to establish the Church’s pres-
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ence. However, his time was short, as he soon suffered 
martyrdom. His reputation as a pious man spread quickly, 
and his miracles became well-known throughout Finland.

The Finnish people were – and perhaps still are – reserved 
in speech but strong in faith. By the 13th and 14th centu-
ries, dozens of stone churches had been built across the 
country (map above). They may not have been grand, but 
they were cherished gathering places for towns, villages, 
and rural areas. Turku, located on the southwestern coast, 
became one of the most important cities in the Kingdom 
of Sweden. Many Finns went early on to study in Germany 
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and France, returning to establish a strong foundation for 
religious education and evangelization.

The Post-Reformation Period

The Reformation initiated by Martin Luther in Germany 
reached Finland in the 1520s with the support of King 
Gustav Vasa of Sweden, extinguishing vibrant Catholic life 
in the country for over 200 years. Practicing Catholicism 
became life-threatening at its worst. It was not until 1799 
that the first Catholic parish of the modern era was estab-
lished in Vyborg, now in Russia.

Saint Henry and Blessed Hemming

Saint Henry is believed to have arrived in Finland around 
1155, accompanying King Saint Eric of Sweden. The 
purpose of this so-called First Crusade was to secure 
Finland’s position as the eastern part of the Kingdom of 
Sweden and establish the Catholic Church’s influence. 
After the king returned to Sweden, Bishop Henry stayed 
behind to lead the Church’s work in Finland but was 
reportedly killed in the winter of 1156. The veneration 
of Saint Henry quickly emerged, inspiring the Finnish 
people to make great sacrifices for the Church and God’s 
glory. Around 1300, his earthly remains were moved to the 
newly built Turku Cathedral, confirming his status as the 
patron saint of Finland. His feast day is January 19.

Blessed Hemming, a bishop of Turku and Saint Henry’s 
successor in the 14th century, was known for his careful 
administration of the diocese and his steadfast defense of 
the faith and doctrine. Under his leadership, the diocese 
acquired a large library. Bishop Hemming was also a close 
friend of Saint Bridget, who entrusted him with important 
messages for the Pope residing in Avignon. Unfortunately, 
the Pope did not yet heed Bridget’s advice to return to 
Rome. Blessed Hemming’s feast day is May 22.
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In 1809, Finland came under the dominion of the Russian 
Tsar, but it managed to preserve some old structures and 
create new symbols of autonomy, such as its own currency, 
the markka. The capital and university were moved to 
Helsinki, where a Catholic church, now St. Henry’s Cathe-
dral, was eventually built in 1860.

Finland’s Catholics were mainly foreigners, including 
soldiers from various countries serving in the Russian 
army and European merchants, along with their families. 
When Finland finally gained independence in December 
1917, the country had two Catholic churches and maybe 
1,000 Catholics. Among the clergy were two Finnish 
priests: Father Wilfrid von Christierson and Monsignor 
Adolf Carling. Finland became an apostolic vicariate 
in 1920, with Michael Buckx SCJ, a Dutch Sacred Heart 
priest, appointed as its first bishop in 1923. The last Cath-
olic bishop before him was Arvid Kurki, who died in 1522.

The Diocese of Helsinki

The Apostolic Vicariate became a diocese in 1955. The 
Diocese of Helsinki encompasses the entire country. It has 
one bishop and currently consists of eight parishes, two of 
which are in Helsinki. There are about 30 priests and 20 reli-
gious sisters in Finland. Officially, there are about 17,000 
registered Catholics, but not all Catholic immigrants are 
included in this figure. The true number of Catholics in 
Finland is likely between 25,000 and 30,000. This may not 
seem like much, but at least the number grows every year, 
unlike many other religious communities. For instance, 
the majority religion in Finland, the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church, loses members annually. In major cities, barely 
half the population identifies as Lutheran.
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The Catholic Diocese of Helsinki is a microcosm of the 
universal Catholic Church. It includes native Finns, immi-
grants who have come to Finland for work, and a signif-
icant number of refugees, one large having arrived from 
Vietnam. In recent years, refugees have arrived especially 
from Myanmar, Ukraine, and politically unstable countries 
like Nicaragua and Venezuela. In one parish, members 
come from over 100 different nations! This diversity is a 
tremendous blessing but also presents pastoral, cultural 
and linguistic challenges.

Challenges and Opportunities

In Finland, we Catholics form a small religious minority. 
It can sometimes be difficult to live in a society where 
the presence and visibility of our Church are so minimal, 
and where one’s parish may be hundreds of miles away. 
Finding support for our values and way of life in public 
discourse is challenging, making the sense of connection 
with other Catholics from different countries and with the 
universal Church – Rome – an essential part of our identity.
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Our religious concerns do not revolve around doctrinal 
nuances or a desire to change Church teachings. Instead, 
they are about simple, fundamental matters: where and 
when we can next attend Mass, when we can confess, how 
we can get our children baptized, where marriage prepa-
ration is available, and how our children can receive reli-
gious education. Our great hope is for more churches, 
closer to us, so we can attend Mass more regularly. This, in 
the end, is what matters most, and we are deeply grateful 
for every Mass, in our modest Finnish way.

In addition to the seven cities where our parishes are 
located, Mass is celebrated weekly in over 20 other loca-
tions without Catholic churches. For these services, we 
borrow spaces from Lutherans or Orthodox communities 
or even use school gymnasiums. Our churches are full on 
Sundays, not only during the main Mass but also during 
many other Sunday Masses. Not all worshippers can fit 
inside. This is a genuine “holy problem,” as our bishop 
likes to say.

A Blessed Problem

The other side of our “holy problem” is that despite our 
very limited financial resources, the growing number of 
faithful constantly requires more services, activities, and 
facilities.

Quantum quisque amat Ecclesiam, tantum habet 
Spiritum Sanctum. (As much as every man loves the 
Church of Christ, so much has he the Holy Ghost.)

– Saint Augustine
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In Finland, the two large “historical” denominations, 
Lutheran and Orthodox, enjoy a special status in the 
legal system. This status also grants them significant 
financial privileges in society. Other churches and reli-
gious communities, however, must sustain themselves. 
In our local Catholic Church, this challenge is particu-
larly pronounced because our members are, on average, 
in a relatively weak financial position. Our community 
includes an exceptionally high proportion of families with 
children, refugees, and people working in low-wage jobs.

In Finland, people are used to paying high taxes and 
receiving many services in return. As a result, financial 
support from members for parishes and diocesan activ-
ities is limited. The Church could not function without 
external sources of aid, the most significant being German 
organizations such as Bonifatiuswerk and Ansgar-Werk. 
However, their support is decreasing.

The Catholic Church in Finland does not follow the typical 
trends of Western countries. It is growing—through 
baptisms, immigration, and adult conversions. It strives 
to meet people’s needs and respond to their interest in 
the faith. Much more is needed: a center for spiritual 
and Christian education, a proper Catholic school, new 
churches and chapels, more priests and religious, and 
committed laypeople. We need holy families who, within 

Religious Education in Schools

In Finland, preparation for First Communion and 
Confirmation takes place within parishes, but religious 
education for children and youth, even for minority 
religions, is also offered in schools upon request. While 
this instruction may sometimes take place at a different 
school, it is still part of the official curriculum.
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their close-knit lives of prayer, build God’s Kingdom here 
on earth. Opportunities and spaces for charitable work are 
also urgently needed.

At the same time, patience and the famous Finnish sisu—
perseverance in hardship—are necessary. Our parish 
churches and other facilities require extensive renova-
tions. For example, St. Henry’s Cathedral was temporarily 
closed because its tower and roof were at risk of collapsing. 
The old retreat center Stella Maris had to be demolished 
due to severe mold damage, and rebuilding it has not been 
financially feasible.

Who Are We?

We Finnish Catholics are a very diverse group of people. 
We are Finnish, Swedish-speaking Finns, and individuals 
with roots in over 100 different countries. Yet each of us is 
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unique. What unites us is our Catholic faith. We love God, 
the Virgin Mary, and our small Church, which we see as 
inseparable from the one, holy, Catholic, and apostolic 
Church founded by Christ Himself. Catholicism makes us 
one in all our diversity.

We sometimes travel hundreds of kilometers one way to 
attend Mass. In the most remote areas, a priest may visit 
only once a month. We wait and try to stay connected to 
our parish or other Catholics in various ways. After Sunday 
Mass, we gather for coffee in the parish hall, where the 
sound of many languages fills the room. Sometimes we 
understand each other better, sometimes less so. Occa-
sionally, Masses are celebrated in languages other than 
Finnish, Swedish, English, or Latin—there are about 15 
different Mass languages. At the same Mass, Ukrainians 
and Russians, Israelis and Palestinians might pray side by 
side. We are all children of God.
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However, the distance to the parish is also a heavy burden. 
Even if parishes organize many activities, people often 
find it difficult to attend. It is challenging to organize large 
gatherings when there are so few people in one place.

On the other hand, we are a young and growing commu-
nity. It is hard to imagine a more international or open 
community. From our very first visit to a parish, we have 
learned to appreciate the universality of our faith. We 
love our parish, even with its imperfections, but we love 
the Church even more—the Church that embraces all its 
small, diverse parishes.

Religious Orders and Communities

In the Middle Ages, Finland had a strong network of reli-
gious orders, including Dominicans, Franciscans, and 
even a double monastery of the Bridgettine Order.

Today, the following religious orders are active in Finland: 
the Priests of the Sacred Heart of Jesus (Dehonians), 
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Dominicans, Bridgettines, Ursulines, the Missionaries of 
Charity founded by Mother Teresa, and the Little Sisters of 
Jesus. Additionally, the diversity of charisms is enriched by 
the presence of the Neocatechumenal Way and Opus Dei. 
Except for the current bishop, all the bishops of Finland 
during the period of independence have been members of 
the Priests of the Sacred Heart congregation.

How the Diocese 
Functions

After a four-year vacan-
cy, Finland received a 
new Catholic bishop 
in the autumn of 2023. 
Pope Francis appointed 
Father Raimo Goyarrola, 
a member of Opus Dei 
who had been serving 
in Finland since 2006, 
as the Bishop of Helsinki. Originally from the Basque re-
gion of Spain, Bishop Goyarrola is a trained medical doc-
tor who has truly integrated into Finnish society. During 
his tenure as Vicar General under the previous bishop, he 
earned great respect, including in ecumenical circles. As 
bishop, he has sought to strengthen the diocese spiritual-
ly and to foster a sense of unity among its members—of-
ten a challenging task in this melting pot of languages and 
cultures. His positive outlook and confidence in the fu-
ture inspire everyone. It is no coincidence that his motto is      
“Servite Domino in laetitia” (Serve the Lord in gladness).

The bishop is assisted in diocesan administration and 
parish work by only about ten lay employees—more are 
needed but not affordable. There are, however, numerous 
councils that help the bishop stay informed about the 
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Church’s needs and guide its activities wisely. The clergy’s 
average age is just under 50 years.

The diocese is also enriched by many lay groups associ-
ated with religious orders, as well as knights and a variety 
of other associations that bring life to the parishes. Occa-
sionally, collaboration extends to other Christian commu-
nities. One of the best examples of this is the joint proces-
sion with the Orthodox Church through the streets of 
Helsinki during the Feast of the Nativity of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary—an event which we hope to establish as a 
tradition.

Big Plans, Small Steps

When we look to the future of the diocese, a few things are 
clear: the current facilities are not enough. We need more 
churches where Catholics in different regions can partici-
pate in the sacramental life of the Church. We need oppor-
tunities to strengthen the Church’s social work. We need 
solutions to better support families, the growth of children 
and youth, and the respectful care of the elderly. We aim 
to be heralds of the Good News of the Gospel and true 
pilgrims of hope.

Urgent Projects

The following are the most urgent projects that have been 
initiated or are about to begin in the Diocese of Helsinki. 
In addition to the diocese’s regular budget, (around $ 3 
million), these projects are only possible with external 
assistance and donations. The cost of living in Finland is 
very high, particularly because of heating and maintain-
ance of buildings.

14
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A Diocesan Formation Center:
A Haven of Spiritual Renewal

Exciting things are happening on the outskirts of the 
Helsinki metropolitan area! A former Carmelite monas-
tery is being transformed into a  Diocesan Formation 
Center and Guest House, offering a vibrant hub for spiri-
tual growth, education, and connection.

Nestled in a serene natural setting near a beautiful 
nature reserve, this center will provide a peaceful retreat 
from the busyness of life. With accommodations for up 
to 50 guests, it will host retreats, training sessions, and 
courses for Catholics across the diocese.

This will be the  only place in Finland where Catho-
lics can gather together as one family of faith, united in 
prayer, learning, and fellowship. From summer camps 
for children to confirmation retreats and opportunities 
for tourists seeking spiritual rejuvenation, the center will 
serve as a spiritual home for all.

Join us in bringing this vision to life! Your support will 
help create a space where faith can flourish, and genera-
tions can grow closer to God. Every contribution makes 
a difference—together, we can build a place where our 
Catholic community can truly thrive.

Estimated cost for the work needed: $ 3 million.



16 17

Catholic School: Building the Future 
of Faith and Education

One of the greatest blessings in our diocese is the vibrant 
presence of children and families! With over 10,000 Catho-
lics in the Helsinki metropolitan area, many parents dream 
of sending their children to a Catholic school where faith 
and values are at the heart of education.

This dream is becoming a reality! In autumn 2025, we 
plan to open a Catholic school in rented facilities, starting 

with two grades and expanding year by year. This school 
will be a place where children can deepen their faith, grow 
in knowledge, and build a strong foundation for life.

Your support can give children the gift of a faith-filled 
education and help this much-anticipated school become 
a cornerstone of Catholic life in Finland.

Estimated annual cost for the school: $ 500,000.
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Help Us Build a New Home for
Our Faith Community!

A church is so much more than just a building—it’s the 
beating heart of a Catholic community. It’s where we 
gather for the Eucharist, celebrate life’s milestones, and 
find solace and strength in God’s presence. Yet in many 
areas of Finland, especially in the Helsinki metropolitan 
region, we lack permanent churches to call our own.

Masses held in borrowed spaces are a temporary bless-
ing, but they can-
not replace the sta-
bility and identity 
that a dedicated 
church provides. A 
church is a spiritu-
al home, a beacon 
of hope and love, 
where faith grows 
and connections 
deepen.

Your generosity can help us create  a lasting legacy of 
faith. By supporting this mission, you are building a sanc-
tuary where future generations can worship, grow, and 
thrive in the Catholic faith.

Join us in this meaningful endeavor!  Every donation 
brings us closer to building a church that will stand as a 
testament to God’s enduring love and the strength of our 
Catholic family. Together, we can create a home for faith, 
fellowship, and prayer.

Donate today and be part of this sacred journey!

Estimated cost for acquiring a church: $ 2–4 million.
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Elderly Care Home:
A Sanctuary of Love and Compassion

Loneliness and inadequate care remain heartbreaking 
realities for many seniors in Finland, despite the Nordic 
welfare model. We believe that every person deserves to 
live their golden years surrounded by love, respect, and 
dignity. That’s why we are planning to open a Christian 
care home for the elderly—a sanctuary where every resi-
dent will be cherished as a beloved child of God.

In this home, seniors will receive not only physical care 
but also emotional and spiritual nourishment. This will be 
a place where Christian love becomes tangible—where 
hymns fill the air, prayers bring solace, and each indi-
vidual feels truly at home.

Your support can make this vision a reality! By contrib-
uting, you’ll help ensure that no senior is left forgotten or 
uncared for. Together, we can create a refuge of hope and 
compassion.

Every donation, no matter the size, brings us closer to 
opening our doors!

Estimated annual cost: $ 1,5 million.
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Restoring Dignity to Our
Diocese’s Mission

Our diocese has long been a cornerstone of faith, service, 
and hope. But behind the scenes, our dedicated employees 
are struggling with substandard working conditions. The 
finance office, vital to diocesan operations, is plagued by 
severe water damage, demanding immediate and costly 
renovations.

These repairs are not just about bricks and mortar—
they’re about restoring dignity to the spaces where we 
fulfill our mission. A safe and functional environment will 
enable us to serve our parishes and communities more 
effectively, ensuring that the light of faith continues to 
shine brightly.

We need your help to fund this essential project. Your 
generosity will directly impact the day-to-day operations 
of our diocese, allowing us to continue Christ’s work unin-
terrupted.

Estimated total project cost: $ 1,5 million. 
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Join us today and become 
a beacon of hope. Together, 

we can make a lasting difference! 

Donations

The Catholic Church in Finland operates with the support 
of its members, which it seeks to strengthen. Additionally, 
the Finnish government provides approximately €100,000 
annually to support the Church’s activities. German and 
other aid organizations contribute to larger projects. 
However, as shown, more donors—kind-hearted individ-
uals who recognize the value of the Church’s work, even 
in peripheral regions—are needed. Your help is needed. 
Every prayer and every donation is deeply appreciated.

You can donate using your credit 
card through the following page: 
www.katolinen.fi/en/donations 
or by scanning the following QR code:

Donations from the United States 
through a Bank transfer

Please instruct your bank to 
forward payment orders through:
Bank of America NA, USA (ABA 026009593, 
BIC code BOFAUS3N)

for further credit:
Nordea Bank Oyj, Helsinki, Finland
BIC code NDEAFIHH
IBAN account: FI37 2219 3800 0043 24

Beneficiary:  Catholic Church in Finland, 
Rehbinderintie 21, 00150 Helsinki, Finland


