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December 20, 2009 – Prayer at Work Events
Q:  In your last column, you listed “assuming everyone is Christian” as a workplace holiday blunder to avoid, which made me wonder about a similar topic that surfaces throughout the year: Is it appropriate to say a prayer when starting a meeting or a company event?  These prayers are usually Christian, -being one I don’t mind- but I wonder what coworkers of different religions might think.

A:  As a human resources professional with sensitive “appropriateness” antenna, my first preference is to keep prayer out of the workplace.  I appreciate the sentiment and intention behind it, but I think similar results can be achieved with different methods.

For example: If you wish to set the tone for a productive meeting, try using inspirational business quotes to motivate participants.  If the purpose of a prayer is to give thanks, try instead to express that gratitude and appreciation by recognizing people’s contributions.  When you want to send support to those in need, or express grief for loss or tragedy, do so by observing a moment of silence. You get the idea.

Regardless of my preference, I know that prayer is part of our public life.  In a court of law, we take an oath “under God”.  Our currency reads “In God we Trust”. Invocation prayers at school and government events -like graduations and presidential inaugurations- are so common, we take them for granted. 

But, referring back to your question, notice that when these prayers mention God it is not one God in particular, but a universal one that includes all religions.  This is precisely what I’d recommend:  If you have prayer at work, make sure that any person of faith who hears it, will feel inspired and comforted instead of unnoticed and excluded. 

Finally, don’t forget you may be annoying the small segment of employees who are not religious and simply don’t appreciate being preached to at work.   This provides one more reason to either leave out or modify the practice.

Personally, I think prayer is a wonderful and powerful thing, whether practiced in private or with others assembled.  But it has its place, and it is not the work-place. 
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