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    Stockholm, 18 October 2012 
 
 

Dear Ms Ashton, 
 
The Christian Council of Sweden is a shared platform for 25 member churches from the four 
church traditions present in our country. The Council assists member churches to connect with 
one another in several areas of work, through offering opportunities to meet and exchange 
ideas, create networks, support ecumenical development and coordinate joint activities.  
We have taken note of the joint statement on peace and tolerance from September 20th signed 
by you, as European Union High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, together 
with the Secretary Generals of the Arab League and the OIC and the Chairperson of the 
Commission of the African Union.  
 
Much of the statement is or ought to be obvious for us all, even if it has to be said. At the same 
time the statement raises a number of questions and some concern.  
The question of how people with different religious or other convictions speak to and about 
one another and treat one another is an ethical and moral issue of great importance. The 
Christian Council of Sweden (CCS) shares in condemning messages of hate, intolerance and 
disrespect for varying forms of religious expression. We consider it to be of clear importance 
that political leaders, as well as leaders of religious and belief communities “promote dialogue 
and mutual understanding”. CCS welcomes and works actively with inter-religious dialogue.   
At the same time, CCS has relationships with churches in other countries. Among these are 
churches with experience of the extensive threat that laws limiting the right to religious speech 
and speech about religion constitute for individuals, religious communities and society as a 
whole. In many societies, limitations to the protection of freedom of expression also threaten 
people’s right to freedom of religion or belief.  
 
Given this experience the statement concerns us:  

 It is problematic that the statement focuses so clearly on promoting the respect of 

prophets and religions instead of speaking of protections for people of all religions and 

beliefs. It is also problematic that the statement speaks of a “strong commitment to 

take further measures”, with no indication of the further measures are considered 

appropriate.  

 On this basis CCS is concerned that the statement may be used by some states to 

legitimise even greater limitations to the freedom of expression and of religion or belief 

than those already experienced. We fear that such limitations will be used to protect 

religious power structures rather than people.  

 CCS is also concerned that the statement might signal a shift in the EUs previously clear 

stance against on bans on defamation.  
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CCS wishes to highlight the great importance of the EU continuing to counteract all efforts to 
create international protections for religions in themselves as opposed to protections for 
people.  
 
Finally, CCS would like to encourage the EU to use the terminology of international declarations 
and conventions on human rights and speak of freedom of religion or belief in future 
statements. The term religious freedom is, by contrast, one with many possible meanings, 
some of which may themselves conflict with freedom of religion or belief.  
Yours sincerely, 
 
On behalf of the Christian Council of Sweden: 
 
 

 
Karin Wiborn, General Secretary, The Christian Council of Sweden 
 
Anders Wejryd, Archbishop, Church of Sweden   
Anders Arborelius, Bishop, The Catholic Diocese of Stockholm 
Pelle Hörnmark, President, Pentecostal Church of Sweden 

 
Cc:   
Mr Carl Bildt, foreign minister of Sweden 
Mr Stefan Attefall, minister for Religious Communities in Sweden 
Ms Sofia Arkelsten, president of the Committee of Foreign Affairs, Swedish parliament 
Ms Elisabeth Svantesson, president of the group of Christian members of the Swedish 
parliament  

 


