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Dear invited guests, 
Dear friends of the Lutheran Church of Geneva who have come from far and near, 
To be a Lutheran in Geneva – this is something special. We have noticed it in the organization committee 
when we had to give a name to this building we are celebrating today for its 250 years. What should we put 
on the invitation? Do we celebrate a “temple” or an “eglise”? In French, there are those two words signifying 
a Christian church building, the difference being that the “temple” signifies a building used by the 
Presbyterian Church – Calvinist – whereas the name “eglise” alludes to the Catholic confession. There is no 
third word in French. So you have to choose between the Presbyterian “temple” and the Catholic “eglise” – 
another Christian denomination than the Calvinism and the Catholicism is not foreseen by the vocabulary. 
There is just no place for the Lutherans and their building. 
Our choice in the committee has fallen on the word “temple”, not out of bad thoughts about our Catholic 
brothers and sisters with whom our community is in very good relationship. But, after all, the Lutherans are 
Protestants as are the Presbyterians, and, therefore, it seemed appropriate to us to mark this proximity by 
putting on our invitation the “250 years of the Lutheran temple”. 
This rather small problem of language is not without signification. It is witness of the fact that the Lutherans 
are a minority in the French-speaking world, which is, speaking of its Christian population, largely 
dominated by the Presbyterians and the Catholics. And the Lutherans are a minority in Geneva as well. The 
people who introduced the Lutheran preaching in Geneva were not born in Geneva, no “Genevois-nés”. They 
were German merchants stopping by who have spread Luther’s message in Geneva, by the way already in 
the 1520’s, quite some time before Calvin put his feet into the future “protestant Rome”. And, definitely, this 
hasn’t changed since then: the Lutherans in Geneva are for a large part people stopping by, expats who spend 
just some years, even only some months in Geneva before returning to their respective home country. We 
have, in our current Lutheran community here in Geneva, only a very small number of “Genevois-nés”, but 
we have people representing approximately 50 nations, and all five continents, which makes us arguably the 
most international religious community in Geneva. And, literally, our members come from all over the globe, 
from Peru, Tanzania, the Philippines, and Australia, to name just a few of our home countries. The Germans 
still play an important role in our community, but after World War II, with all the international organisations 
taking their seat in Geneva, Lutheranism in Geneva as well has become strongly international, which makes 
our community an exemplary mixture of diverse cultures. 
All these expats have found in the Lutheran Church of Geneva their spiritual home, at least during the 
limited time they spend in Geneva. The worship service we celebrated this morning has taken up a strong 
image for the affection a believer has for God’s temple, an image which has been transmitted to us in the 
Psalms: “the bird has found its nest”. Like the birds of passage who have, after all, a need for a nest to find 
home in, the expats and migrants from our time need some stability, a place and a shelter where they feel 
welcome – a home. 
And this notion, this image of a “nest” and of a “home”, leads me directly from our Lutheran community in 
its diversity and temporality to the building we are celebrating today for its 250 years. For this building, this 
“temple”, has exactly this function: it is a place to lay your head down, a home and even a shelter for the 
expats of Geneva, be they of Lutheran confession or not. It was not self-evident that such a “temple” – not 
Calvinist! – has been built in Geneva. Over the time, quite some research has been done in our archives and 
in the archives of the Canton of Geneva to investigate about the origins of this church building. Let me just 
resume briefly: after their first appearence in Geneva in the 1520’s, the German Lutheran merchants came 
back regularly on their way to the fair in Lyon and elsewhere. They established themselves in Lyon, but after 
1685 and the revocation of the Edit de Nantes in France they had to find a new “nest” for practising their 
belief. They made a request to the authorities of Geneva, and after some 20 years work for persuasion, the 
Lutheran Church could celebrate its first worship service in Geneva in 1707 with the agreement of both, the 
Church and the political authorities of Geneva. We can emphasize the favourable statement on the Lutherans 
which has been issued by the Compagnie des Pasteurs de Genève of that time. In a time which was still full 
of theological tensions between Calvinists and Lutherans, this agreement was definitely a big sign of 
tolerance from the Geneva authorities. 
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In its beginnings, the Lutheran community of Geneva had rented a piece for its worship services, but over the 
time this hall became too small. Additionally, in the 1750’s the landlord of the house in which the rented hall 
was located changed, and the Lutherans had to face being kicked out. (By the way an indication that the 
“congé-ventes” on today’s votation posters are a ghost terrifying the people of Geneva since quite some time 
already.) At that time, the decision to purchase a building was taken, the Geneva authorities once again gave 
their agreement, and in 1762 the rare jewel had been found: the château de Coudrée at the Place du Bourg-
de-Four. The building could be purchased thanks to the support from the six founding families and from a 
few German dukes. The old château, which was dilapidated, was replaced by the current building which 
hasn’t changed much its outward appearance over the 250 years that have gone by since its inauguration in 
1766. The interior, however, has seen several renovations. The last one took place between 1988 and 1991, 
and it is still vividly present in the memory of quite some parishioners among us today. The Lutheran 
“temple”, which had been constructed rather in the style of a prestigious house and is not recognizable as a 
church from the outside, was classified and protected as a historical monument in 1921. It is a recognized 
part of Swiss heritage. 
And here, we touch upon another special feature of the Lutheran Church of Geneva: it is a community of 
strangers owning a building which is part of Swiss cultural heritage. Isn’t this paradoxical? At least it is very 
unusual. There are only a few migrant churches owning their building. And probably no-one of them owns a 
classified building, protected by Swiss law. This unique situation puts the Lutheran Church of Geneva and its 
partners from the State government under a rather special responsibility. On the one hand, the expat-
parishioners are obliged to go beyond their state of birds of passage: they have to invest into stones – 
financially and morally –, if they want to be at the same level as their predecessors whose commitment to the 
building has made of their church building one of the gems of the Geneva cultural heritage. On the other 
hand, the partners of the Church in the State government must take into account that the landlord of this 
classified building has a very special status, to begin with the constant change of the people being 
responsible for the building. And this special status contains also the special use of the building which is 
typical for a church: the Lutheran “temple” is, and here I follow the official authorisation from 1762, a 
“house to celebrate worship”; it is a place for spirituality; it is not an apartment building, and therefore the 
rental income which could be reused for the maintenance of the building is very small. Eric Vulliez, the 
responsible for the building park of the Eglise Protestante de Genève put it nicely and accurately in a 
reader’s response two weeks ago in the “Tribune de Genève”: the Church may be one of the biggest 
landlords of the canton, but differently from a private investor, the Church doesn’t earn much income from 
its buildings, just the contrary: expenses are heavy and the revenue is small. Same thing, on a smaller scale, 
for the Lutheran Church of Geneva: even though it is ready to invest in stones, its financial means are 
limited, and it is part of the responsibility of its partners to take into account this delicate situation, which it 
shares, to a certain extent, with every other Church owning a specific Church building. 
But there is another responsibility resulting from the fact that the Lutheran Church of Geneva is landlord of 
its own building: the responsibility to welcome others. This responsibility already has been mentioned in the 
1760’s, when the Geneva authorities of that time have connected their authorisation to construct a building to 
the willingness of the Lutherans of that time to serve the Geneva community, and in particular to promise 
that the new building would be used to give refuge to other migrants. The Geneva of the 18th century was a 
hospitable town, and the same spirit was demanded from the Lutherans of that time. And one can say that the 
landlords of the new “house for worship” at the Bourg-de-Four have complied. The Lutheran Church of 
Geneva has distinguished itself, beginning in the 19th century, by its efforts for the Geneva society in general. 
Just to give two examples: the fair of the German diacony that was organised once a year in favour of the 
poor, and that is maintained until today as the Advent fair. And, the other example, the Home St-Pierre, 
which again was a product of this willingness of the Geneva Lutherans of the 19th century to engage in 
charity. This willingness to welcome others must prove itself once again in the current migrant crisis. 
Therefore, the Lutheran Church of Geneva and its church building must from their side take their sides with 
that humanitarian spirit typically for Geneva, this spirit which has, already in 1766, given permission to a 
group of German expats to find a home on Geneva soil. This legacy is commitment for the future. 
Is there anything special in the Lutherans of Geneva? Yes and no. “Yes”, because we, the Lutherans, and our 
church building definitely have some special characteristics. But also “no”. For the task of being committed 
to the public good, of striving for justice and against egoism is an integral part of the spirit of Geneva. This 
spirit of humanitarian welcome is a legacy and a responsibility uniting all people of Geneva, be they 
Lutherans or not. 
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