Workplace Chaplain Training Module 5 : PROPHECY FOR WORKPLACE CHAPLAINS

Prophecy for Workplace Chaplains

Student’s Notes

INTRODUCTION

Some Christians are struck by the way Jesus identified with ‘socially excluded’ members of his society and was very critical of those in positions of power and authority. They feel they should be on the side of the powerless and against the powerful today. Most Christians, even if they don’t take that line, have a strong sense of right and wrong. Sooner or later, the workplace chaplain will encounter a situation which offends the Christian conscience. But the chaplain only visits at the invitation of the company management who are probably, wittingly or unwittingly, responsible for that situation. A high profile campaign could well result in the company deciding to dispense with the services of the chaplain, and could well prejudice the position of chaplains in other branches of the same company, or other firms in the same town. And yet there is little point in being there if the chaplain just turns a blind eye to what is going on. This is the dilemma this module addresses. The prophetic ministry of a workplace chaplain is one that requires some subtlety. As the core skills puts it “I can assess situations at  the workplace in the light of the Christian gospel, and respond appropriately.”

WHAT IS PROPHECY?
(a) Bible Study  Amos 8.1-7

What were the economic injustices in Amos’ day?

Do you think that the economically powerful took any notice?

(b) Consider the following excerpts from Laborem Exercens

The introduction of automation, the increase in costs of energy and raw materials, the realisation that nature’s resources are limited – and that they are being polluted – next to the demands of peoples up till now subjugated, who want their rightful place among the nations and their share in international decision making; they all require a re-ordering of economic structures, and of the distribution of work…  It is not for the church to analyze scientifically the consequences of these changes, but it is its task to call attention to the dignity and rights of those who work, to condemn their violation and to guide these changes to ensure the true authentic progress of the individual and society. (1)

Human persons, and not what they do, determine the dignity of work… Work cannot be classified and rated, but the measure of the value of any work remains the human being who is its subject … all work should be judged by the measure of dignity given to the person who carries it out. (6)

New developments and communication reveal forms of injustice more extensive than the ones which aroused workers’ solidarity in the last century, …  There is a need for solidarity movements among and with workers. The church is firmly committed to this cause, in fidelity to Christ, and to be truly the “church of the poor.” (8)

Capital cannot be separated from labor. You cannot oppose the two and still less the people behind these concepts. In a just labor system their opposition is overcome by being faithful to the principle that labor comes first, whatever the services rendered by the workers. (12)

How many business executives today take any of this into account? 

Both the biblical and the modern example suggest that the task of the prophet is to bring to the attention of people a perspective which does not normally occur to those engaged in that activity. It is not foretelling the future but “forthtelling” the love of God.  (1 Corinthians 14.3)

CONSTRAINTS IN THE WORKPLACE

· The chaplain visits with the permission of management and the agreement of the trade unions (where relevant). Alienating either of these sources of power may undermine the effectiveness of the chaplaincy or even bring it to an end.

· Effective chaplaincy often requires collaboration with key figures in the workplace. Collaboration and confrontation are mutually exclusive.

· The company visited may expect the chaplain to defend it, rather than denigrate it, in public.

· There is no reason why the values and ethics of the chaplain will be shared by management.

· Information about injustices may have been obtained in confidence.

· The workplace visited by the chaplain may be part of a much larger organisation. The injustices may result from decisions taken at another site not visited by the chaplain, by people the chaplain may never have contact with.

OPPORTUNITIES IN THE WORKPLACE
· To build a relationship of trust with key decision makers.

· To work in the long term.

· The understand a situation in all its complexity, and thus not jump to premature conclusions about the causes of injustice.

· To discover, and collaborate with, allies within the organisation who share your concerns and values.

· The company may have an ethical statement, or codes of practice, or even a Mission Statement.

· You may be half-expected to challenge certain aspects of company life, or to give an ethical input to some internal company process.

· Opportunity to play the “Court Jester” role.

CASE STUDIES

The case studies illustrate that issues arise at the micro level and at the macro level. They may involve one individual or a number of people. They may be a consequence of company policy, or the result of someone acting contrary to company policy. They may be contained wholly within the company you visit or affect other organisations or even whole communities. It is often helpful, in real life as well as when discussing case studies, to decide firstly what Christian principle is being violated, and then consider what an appropriate response might be. 

SOME GUIDELINES

Remember why you are required to be prophetic

Prophetic action should always be based on God’s love for all people, and his concern that they should not be victims of injustice and oppression. You are not out to prove a point, or gratify your own ego, but to express that love. In other words, Be challenging in order to be caring.

Take time to understand and be understood

New industrial chaplains used to be advised: “for the first nine months keep your ears open and your mouth shut.” Try and understand the situations you encounter, and check out your understanding with as many different people as possible to get different perspectives. Also work hard at building up relationships with people of influence. Try and convince them that you understand and take seriously all the constraints they are acting under, that you are serious in your intentions, that you are not motivated by prejudice and slogans, and have the interests of the company and its employees at heart. Wait until you sense that people will be interested in your opinion, and will be prepared to have a discussion with you, even if they won’t necessarily agree. In other words, Earn the right to be heard before attempting to be prophetic.

Work within the system as far as possible

Encourage people to involve their trade union (if they are in a union, and the union isn't the problem) and to use their rights under any grievance procedure or appeal process. Always make sure that the person you are talking to wants you to take their case further. Don’t promise more than you are able to deliver. Publicity may be detrimental to your chaplaincy.

Exploit your freedom and contacts

Anyone can march up and down outside a company with a placard, or write angry letters to a local newspaper or the chairman of the board. The position of chaplain as privileged visitor gives unique opportunities to raise issues obliquely by asking questions rather than by making demands. If the company has published statements on equal opportunities, or ethical business practice, or Vision Statements which imply human rights, ask discreetly how what you have observed fits in with what you have read. In other words, Make your interventions appropriate to your role. 

Extreme situations may require extreme actions

Notwithstanding the foregoing points, it is possible that you may become aware of a persistent illegality, or flagrant abuse of a large number of employees. Either this is condoned or initiated at a high level, or you have no access to, or influence with, people who can remedy the situation. There may be no alternative to ‘blowing the whistle’ by drawing attention to the injustice outside the company, and taking the consequences. Before doing so it is imperative that you discuss the situation fully with an experienced colleague, and possibly with a representative of your local IM Management Committee. Try and ascertain the ‘worst case scenario’ consequences, especially knock on effects for employees from whom you have obtained information, or fellow chaplains in other companies. In other words, If you are going to be a martyr, make sure it’s a cause worth (figuratively) dying for.
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