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9th October, 2007

GOOD MORNING

‘I’ll walk with you,’ said the lady.  ‘I’ll be safe then.’   It was North Belfast around 1977 and there was trouble.  I was a fresh-faced young clergyman with a gleaming new dog collar.  To her, that symbolized safety.  But I’m afraid I was eyeing her comfortingly solid bulk and wondering if I could hide behind it. 

So I was interested in the advice to clergy over the weekend from National Churchwatch that they should take off their dog collars when they are on their own to reduce the risk of being attacked.  In the past decade, five vicars have been murdered in England.   

In the very secular environment of Scotland today, my dog collar seldom raises a flicker of interest.  I go into the dry cleaners dressed as a bishop.  I might equally well have dressed as a clown or as Batman.  

But I know that there is danger.  The danger lies not in the dog collar itself but because it is a visible symbol of religion.  The church may seem weak but religion is still very powerful stuff.  It deals with the secrets of life and death and has a powerful tug on the heartstrings.  It can be a symbol of division – religion is at the heart of many world conflicts.  My dog collar can also stand for authority in a society where authority can generate hostility.  Most difficult of all, the dog collar identifies the person as God’s representative – and there are many people – all of us sometimes – who look at what happens to us and to our loved ones in sickness, pain and death - and asks why God allows such things to happen.

And yet I shall continue to wear mine.  It opens doors and begins conversations.  It gives recognition and reassurance.  I hope it stands for unconditional love and acceptance.  It may draw some difficult people and some sad people and some angry people – but that’s what it’s for.

