“JUTE, JAM BUT NO JESUS”

Such was the front page headline in The Scotsman newspaper on Friday 13 November. Underneath, it read, “Church anger as Dundee takes the Christ out of Christmas” and referred readers to page three for an article headed, “Do they know it’s Christmas?”

This was about a decision by Dundee City Council to replace the traditional Christmas Lights switch-on in City Square by an event to be called “Winter Light Night”. This had led the Presbytery of Dundee to instruct the convener of its Church and Society Committee to write to the council’s Chief Executive on the subject. As I was wearing two hats – vice-convener of said committee, and also chaplain to Dundee City Council who had delivered the Christmas message at last year’s switch-on, the press homed in on me for comment. I think I was fairly diplomatic in what I said, but the result was that I was extensively quoted in the Dundee Courier, Radio Tay, the Herald, the Press and Journal, The Scotsman, and even the Times, which headed its article: “We wish you a merry Christmas (but not in Dundee).” As you might have gathered, having a foot in both camps was not a comfortable place to be.

There was a happy ending to the story. After a Friday evening meeting at the City Chambers involving representatives of both the council and the presbytery, there was an outbreak of - in the words of Saturday’s Courier - “Yuletide good will”. It was agreed that publicity for the event would be altered with the addition of the strap-line: “As the start of Dundee’s Christmas celebrations…”, that I would have the opportunity to give a Christmas message on local radio, that churches would be invited to participate in the event, and that the various Christian denominations would be fully consulted by the council in their planning for next Christmas. The joint press release from the city council and the presbytery included a quote from the leader of the administration and also one from myself, in which I welcomed the fact that any misunderstandings had been clarified.

There has been much discussion of late about who should pay for workplace chaplaincy. Should it be funded by the participating churches? Or by inviting contributions from organisations which benefit from the services of a chaplain? Or should we follow the American model of having chaplains paid directly by the organisation which they serve? The argument against the last option is, in the words of the proverb, He who pays the piper calls the tune.

As chaplains, we’re not into the business of confrontation. We’re there in a pastoral role, as a listening ear to people experiencing worries, grief, stress, ill-health, relationship problems and so on. In our chaplain’s letter, or email, or intranet article we have the opportunity to speak a word in season that many people value. If there is a conflict between management and unions, it is not our job to take sides (we don’t have to, because each side assumes that, as they are on the side of the angels, the chaplain is naturally on their side!)

However, every now and again, an issue crops up when it is right for the chaplain to assume the uncomfortable role of a prophet, rather than a priest. When, like Martin Luther, we have to say, “Here I stand. I can do no other.” This requires much prayer and heart-searching, and it is best not to go down that road too often. It is also very necessary to have people supporting you in prayer.

From Dundee, may I wish you all a blessed and peaceful… Christmas.

Allan Webster
