
listening:
as a church
locally
on the 
world stage
to god

listening
The power of

2018-2019



2 Liberal Democrat Christian Forum  /  2018-2019

the last two years i felt guided 
quickly and clearly from 
interactions with christians 

and non-christians towards a 
theme for the magazine but this 
year i felt as though i wasn’t 
hearing anything from god in terms 
of direction. this apparent silence 
made me want to listen harder and 
try new ways of listening. 

note from
the Editor

Mia Hadfield-Spoor, is Research & 
Advocacy Adviser for The Trussell Trust, a 
charity based on Christian principles, that 
works to tackle hunger and poverty in the 
UK through service delivery and advocacy 
work. Mia has been committed to pursuing 
her faith through her work since volunteering 
with The Iona Community.

The importance of listening to, and 
hearing, God finally came through and 
at our first exec meeting of the year 
we reflected on the value and power 
of listening: to God, to people who are 
close to us and to people who may 
feel further away from us.

Inspired by the Prayer of Saint 
Francis and the hymn ‘Make Me a 
Channel of Your Peace’, this magazine 
seeks to understand rather than be 
understood. We are very thankful 
for everyone who has contributed 
to the magazine and hope that it 
has provided a platform for issues 
that aren’t usually heard as well as 
inspiration for readers to go out and 
more actively listen.



LDCF: 
aBout us

LDCF is a Christian voice 
in the Party and a voice of 

liberal democracy amongst 
Christians. 

we do this by:

Speaking out about issues of injustice 
to impact policy and create change.

Acting as a bridge between the 
Christian community and the Party 
through relationship-building and 
encouraging both communities to 
connect and work together. 

Inspiring Christians to become more 
politically engaged, to see politics as 
mission and a way of seeking justice 
for their community and nation.

Underpinning all that we do 
with prayer, and praying regularly 
for our government and nation.

And whAt doeS 
the Lord require 
of you but to do 
juStice, And to 
Love kindneSS, 
And to wALk 
humbLy with 
your God
micah 6:8

you can join us in this 
vision, by attending our 
prayer meetings, becoming 
a member or making a 
donation - www.ldcf.org
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a message 
from the Director

Karen Klair, Director LDCF
E: karen.klair@libdems.org.uk

this year at the liberal democrat 
spring conference in southport 
sir Vince cable shared with the 
audience his vision of a new 

movement that was very much needed in 
British politics. one group he particularly 
addressed were “the homeless street 
sleeper, hostel dweller and sofa-hoppers; 
the young families being pushed from 
one short let to another (these people) 
are not just homeless, they are largely  
voiceless…they are at the sharp end of 
disengagement with our failing democracy 
– a broken democracy which gives too 
much power to the privileged and too little 
voice to the people”.

I share Vince’s concerns, but 
not just at a national level, at an 
international level as well. Too 
many people in this world have 
no voice and live at the mercy of 
the rich and powerful. We hear 
in this magazine from members 
of the LDCF and the church 
who choose not to speak about 
themselves but either represent 
in some way those who struggle 
to have a voice or reflect on the 
importance of listening to others. 
Politics at its best is listening 
and representing others, but 
sadly often strays from this bold 
intention.

On a listening course I attended 
a few years ago I will never forget 
the introductory words from the 
course leader, “taking the time 
to listen to someone is perhaps 
the greatest gift you can give 
that person”. I hope through 
reading this magazine you can 
glean something about how to 
listen better so that we can better 
represent those we serve.
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The Power of
listening

my granny, who was both the 
most loving and the most fierce 
person i knew as a child, always 
used to say to us “god gave you 

two ears and one mouth, please use them 
in the same proportion”.  i think that is a 
lesson especially important for those of 
us in politics, where we are often keen to 
get our message over and can miss out on 
listening to the most important messages 
for us to hear, mark, learn and inwardly 
digest (if i can slightly misquote the Book 
of common Prayer).

As liberals, we always want to champion those 
who struggle to have a voice: that is part of our 
core values, spelled out in our Preamble to the 
Constitution where we say “no one shall be 
enslaved by poverty, ignorance or conformity. We 
champion the freedom, dignity, and well-being of 
individuals, we acknowledge and respect their right 
to freedom of conscience and their right to develop 
their talents to the full.”

In our current, very noisy, world we have to learn 
to listen to those who we may not want to hear, but 
who do struggle to have a voice. Even harder, in our 
world of polarised politics, we are called to listen 
to people whose views we find difficult. It doesn’t 
mean we agree with them, and it is also right to 

Baroness Sal Brinton 
reflects on lessons learnt 
on listening, from her 
family and from Scripture, 
and shares how these 
lessons direct her work in 
Parliament.
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And when God does speak to us, it is 
the evidence of our journey of faith. I 
cannot put it better than the Book of 
Common Prayer:

“Blessed Lord, who hast caused 
all holy Scriptures to be written for 
our learning; grant that we may in 
such wise hear them, read, mark, 
learn, and inwardly digest them, that 
by patience and comfort of thy holy 
Word, we may embrace, and ever hold 
fast, the blessed hope of everlasting 
life, which thou hast given us in our 
Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.”
  
Sal Brinton is the President of  both the LDCF 
and the Liberal Democrats, as well as being a 
Member of  the House of  Lords. Sal lives in 
Watford with her husband Tim, and worships at 
St Luke’s Church.

debate and disagree, but only if we 
truly listen and engage. Too often, 
at Conference, in Parliament, on the 
radio and television, people start from 
their entrenched position and won’t 
try to reach out and understand.

As Christians, we know that we find 
it just as hard as everyone else and 
that we often fail to listen first or 
seek to understand. But if we ask for 
forgiveness, and listen to the Lord’s 
word to us, He will help us to hear 
and then see how we can best help 
those who struggle to have a voice, 
or how we can debate those with him 
we disagree. James 1:19 says “My 
dear brothers and sisters, take note 
of this: Everyone should be quick 
to listen, slow to speak and slow to 
become angry”.  We would do well to 
remember that. 

But first, we have to learn to listen to 
God. Elijah learned that our God did 
not appear in the obvious way. Not 
in the earthquake, the fire, the wind, 
but in the still small voice. Do we give 
ourselves the time and space we need 
to hear God’s voice speak to us in the 
most unexpected of ways, especially 
in silence? 

even hArder, in our 
current, very  noiSy, 
worLd we hAve to 
LeArn to LiSten to 
thoSe who we mAy
not wAnt to heAr
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Andrew Caplen is Co-Director of  Restored, 
an international Christian alliance working 
to transform relationships and end violence 
against women. He was President of  the Law 
Society of  England and Wales from 2014 
to 2015 and led the Law Society’s national 
Access to Justice campaign, focusing on issues 
of  gender- based violence. 

we live in a modern, 
technological age and few 
of us have much difficulty 
in letting the world know 

our views via the constant use of social 
media. this includes our political 
opinions - whether concerning Brexit 
or the latest bewildering texts from 
the us President.

But what of those who struggle to have 
their voices heard? For example, the 
many, many victims of domestic abuse? 

There are a number of reasons why such 
victims might remain silent - sometimes 
shame; sometimes pure fear of violent 
retaliation from an abusive partner; 
sometimes because they do not know who 
they can turn to, who would listen.

Domestic abuse is a national scandal. 
The statistics are alarming - an estimated 
26 per cent of women In England and 
Wales have experienced domestic abuse 
since the age of 16. In the last year 
alone, 7.5 per cent of women (1.2 million) 
experienced domestic abuse.

One in four? In this modern age? In a 
civilised, post-modern culture?

This should surely be a major concern 
for Christians. What can, what should be 
done? Should we not be seeking to get 
involved, to put this issue ‘right up there’, 
at the very top of the political agenda? And 
seek to help, comfort and support those 
‘trapped’ in abusive relationships?

Yet the Church in the UK also needs to ‘put 
its own house in order’. Recent research 
commissioned on behalf of Restored and 
Churches Together in Cumbria indicates 
that one in four of women surveyed had 
experienced at least one instance of 
abusive behaviour in a current relationship 
and that 42.2% had experienced at least 
one instance of abusive behaviour in a 
current and/or previous relationship on at 
least one occasion. 

“sPeaK uP

section 1       listening to PeoPle who struggle to haVe a Voice
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It is right that the issue of domestic 
abuse is now being taken so seriously. 
However, more needs to be done. 
For example (i) increased funding for 
relationship teaching in our schools, 
focused on both girls and boys; (ii) 
greater financial support to those 
women who leave abusive partners and 
struggle both financially and in obtaining 
accommodation; and (iii) the need to 
urgently reverse the cuts in Legal Aid for 
victims of domestic violence (the review of 
the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment 
of Offenders Act 2013 is well overdue - 
another national scandal).

The duty of all of us who are involved 
within the political process is surely this. 
To listen, to add our voices and to act 
when we can. 

It is also a Biblical imperative:

“Speak up for those who cannot speak 
for themselves, for the rights of all who 
are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; 
defend the rights of the poor and needy.” 
(Proverbs 31, verses 8 and 9, NIV)

Andrew is also the co-author of  the Theos 
publication “Speaking Up: Defending and 
Delivering Access to Justice”.

sPeaK for
themselVes”

In other words, almost identical to the 
national statistics. This is an issue which 
affects the church in the UK just as much 
as the country as a whole.

The current government does appear 
to have been listening. The 2017 
Queen’s Speech contained a provision 
to ‘transform’ the response made to 
domestic abuse. The declared intent was 
‘to stimulate a national conversation on 
how to prevent and tackle domestic abuse’ 
and a commitment was made to bring 
forward an appropriate draft bill.

The consultation document,”Transforming 
the Response to Domestic Abuse”, was 
published in Spring 2018. It began with 
these words:

“All forms of violence and abuse are 
unacceptable, but it is particularly 
shocking when it is carried out by those 
who are supposedly closest to the victims 
and by those who profess to love the 
very people that they subject to terrible 
psychological, emotional and physical 
abuse. Domestic abuse impacts on victims’ 
everyday lives, can feel inescapable and 
can have devastating inter-generational 
consequences on children.”

(Proverbs 31:8)

for those who cannot
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our promise is to fight for the freedom, dignity and 
well-being of all individuals, including respect 
for their right to freedom of conscience and 

expression. - liberal democrat christian forum

The unheard voice

Stories are powerful - we each have our 
own. The familiar tales and Bible stories 
we heard as children made us laugh and 
cry and shaped who we are.

But what if the most powerful stories are 
the ones we never hear?

Modern-day slavery is a subject usually 
avoided in polite conversation. The deeply 
disturbing truth of the violent exploitation 
of men, women and children across the 
world is something we either just don’t 
know about, or wish we didn’t.

Like any horrendous widespread injustice, 
we hear the statistics: 40 million children 
and adults today are in slavery. 40 million 
people being abused, raped, starved and 
beaten in brothels, factories, boats and 
homes.  These numbers might make us 
shocked, or even sad. For a moment, 
anyway. Then we move on.

The power of the statistic can only go so far. 
But the power of the story goes much further.

Most of the stories behind this particular 
statistic are lost in a crowd of forgotten 
victims. Many of them have no official 
documents and live unprotected by 
laws or the state. Some were born in 
slavery, and will die in slavery. They are 
almost impossible to count or find. They 

exist in the hidden darkness of criminal 
exploitation.

Their stories are lost, unheard, suffocated 
by the popular lie: nothing can change.
International Justice Mission is the 
world’s largest international anti-slavery 
organisation. This team of investigators, 
social workers, lawyers and justice 
officials work alongside local authorities 
and governments to rescue victims, 
convict traffickers, and end slavery – for 
good. IJM believes things can – and will 
– change. That change begins we truly 
listen.

Each of the 45,000 people IJM has rescued 
from slavery and violence has a story 
– one of extraordinary courage and the 
power to overcome, to fight back, to refuse 
to be defined by the worst injustices that 
have been done to them. These stories 
deserve to be heard, because they have 
the power to create change.

Grace Green works for International 
Justice Mission, the largest anti-slavery 
organization in the world.

section 1       listening to PeoPle who struggle to haVe a Voice

Liberal Democrat Christian Forum  /  2018-201908



And we have a responsibility to listen - and 
then to act.

Cassie* has a story. At 12, she moved 
from her rural home in the Philippines to 
Manila, and became a victim of Cybersex 
Trafficking -  a new and disturbing form of 
slavery that preys on the most vulnerable 
and thrives in secrecy. For nearly five 
years she was raped in front of a webcam 
that was livestreaming her abuse to a 
network of online predators from the US, 
UK, Australia and the Netherlands.

During the time Cassie was held by her 
captor, he preyed on the children of 
family friends, and his nauseating reach 
eventually extended to a 5-year-old boy 
and a girl less than a year old.

Cassie came home from school on a 
Friday, knowing that the weekend ahead of 
her held untold terror. That night, Cassie 
woke up to loud noises. Police and IJM 
were there to rescue her from the home 
where she had suffered for so long.
 
She now lives in an aftercare home 
supported by specialist social workers. 
Shortly after her rescue, she bravely faced 
her abuser in court and gave evidence to 
protect other children.  “I used to always 
tell myself that they can hurt me. You can 
do what you want to me,” she told IJM. 
“But my dream, they cannot get that. That 
is the important thing for me.”

Today Cassie’s dream is to comfort other 
children like her and to fight this dark crime.

Cassie stood up in front of an audience of 
hundreds in Washington DC and told her 
story. Hundreds listened, she asked them 
to stand and chant ‘we will fight’. And they 
did. Many have taken action, prayed and 
given their energy to the fight because 
of what she said – and it all started with 
listening.

Stories like Cassie’s are the ones that 
assign identity and dignity to the people 
behind the statistics. These are the stories 
that are pushing politicians, churches, 
activists, parishioners, to stand up against 
injustice and exploitation. As we listen, 
change becomes inevitable.

Our responsibility is to keep listening 
to the unheard stories, even when they 
might be difficult to hear. In listening 
and sharing we can use our democratic, 
consumer and social influence to push 
governments, law enforcement and global 
corporations here in the UK and around 
the world to join the fight until all are free.

The fight for justice starts with the 
decision to listen.

Together, we can end slavery in our lifetime.

*A pseudonym. 

To find out more about the work of IJM:

iJmuK.org
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“thank god you are taking me 
seriously; i’ve been trying to 
tell people how bad i feel for 
weeks and no one listens”.

In my 21 years as a Samaritan volunteer and 
also helping to run a free counselling service 
from my Church, this cry of frustration, exclusion 
or hopelessness was, without doubt, the most 
common example of the difference between 
simply passive “hearing” and active “listening”.

This may seem strange to anyone who has given 
a sympathetic ear to friends and family members, 
but as part of both counsellor and Samaritan 
training, learning to actually listen takes up a 
large section of the course.

Active listening means caring, being non-
judgemental, whatever your personal views 
are about the situation, and being empathic 
(which comes with practice, honestly), letting 
the person finish their story without “butting in”, 
and remembering that everyone is different and 
responds to a similar worry in individual ways. Just 
because you don’t consider it important, it doesn’t 
mean that your friend/caller/client doesn’t. So 
many of us make the mistake of trivialising other’s 
feelings about an issue, as it appears unimportant 
to us. It is never the issue or problem that is the 
reason for distress, but the emotional response of 
the individual to that problem.

There are many reasons why we do not listen to 
people. Maybe we are busy and can’t be bothered, 

“no one
  listens...”

have too many problems of our 
own or maybe, at the other end of 
the scale, we are too emotionally 
involved with the person that 
we don’t want to acknowledge 
what the person is saying as it 
would upset us too much if we 
accepted it as reality. This is 
especially relevant with individuals 
harbouring suicidal feelings. In my 
Samaritan role, I have engaged 
with probably 5,000 people with 
suicidal feelings over the years 
and the opening quote above is 
the reason why we always ask 
about suicidal feelings. They 
know then that we will take them 
seriously whatever they say. At 
the risk of being provocative, in 

Councillor Chris Gordan, a 
LDCF member, shares with us 
his experience of  listening to 
people who struggle to have a 
voice through his volunteering 
for the Samaritans for 21 years 
as well as running his own 
counselling service.

section 1       listening to PeoPle who struggle to haVe a Voice
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my experience, friends and often relatives 
of a suicide victims will say “I never had 
any idea how he/she was feeling” As a 
corollary of this, however, it is also true 
that people with serious emotional issues 
do not want to talk to a very close friend or 
relative due to the fear of upsetting them 
and then feeling worse about their issue 
because of this addition.

How then can we help our friends, work 
colleagues and even family to come to 
terms with an issue? Firstly, give them 
time, lots and lots of time. So many people 
are possibly ashamed of their worries 
and need to start the conversation with 
something else which is non-threatening, 
only coming to the real issue after 
“dipping a toe in the water” to be sure that 
you are listening and caring. Let them 
finish and don’t butt in; a simple “yes” or 
“that must be really hard for you” every 
now and then gives the impression that 
you are listening, and more importantly, 
understanding. It is also true that the 
act of having to order and vocalise vague 
worries and thoughts can be helpful just 
in itself.

Secondly, remember that you most likely 
cannot solve their problem. Sometimes 
someone will come to you for practical 
advice, and that is fine if you are expert 
and able to help, but mostly you won’t be 
able to “fix” it, so don’t feel inadequate 

yourself over your inability to make it 
better. Rather be content in the knowledge 
that someone trusts you enough to 
unburden themselves to you and make 
themselves vulnerable. All they want is 
someone to share their space and listen 
in a sympathetic manner and take them 
seriously. This in itself is a great honour.

So, be available, be caring, be honest, 
be non-judgemental and let your friend/
family member feel that they are 
important, not worthless, as many do feel. 
Give them time and love. In the end that is 
all that matters.

Active LiSteninG 
meAnS cArinG, beinG 
non-judGementAL, 
whAtever your 
perSonAL viewS Are 
About the SituAtion, 
And beinG empAthic, 
LettinG the perSon 
finiSh their Story 
without “buttinG in”
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Word actually became flesh and 
dwelt among us (as the prologue to 
John’s Gospel proposes), then it was 
essential that that Word could be 
both heard and understood by those 
to whom it was addressed. Clearly, 
in Jesus we are able to see and hear 
who God is and what God is about: 
but, we need first to listen for the 
Word that opens us to the possibility 
of a different way of hearing, 
speaking, thinking and being.

Listening is powerful because it 
assumes we are paying attention to 
the one speaking. Stephen Covey 
famously wrote: “Most people 
do not listen with the intent to 
understand; they listen with the 
intent to reply.” Good listening 
resists the temptation to occupy the 
stage, but, rather, waits in the space 
that becomes someone else’s gift.

It sounds easy, doesn’t it? But, 
try it. How do we train ourselves 
effectively to listen to those with 
whom we interact? How do we 
learn to live with silence while the 
other person works out how to say 
what they want to be heard?

This is particularly challenging – 
but all the more essential -  when 
we choose to listen to those 
whose voice is silent or weak. In 
the prophetic tradition of the Old 
Testament, the poets frequently 
attempt to provide a vocabulary for 
those whose voice is dimmed by 
experiences of exile and guilt and 
loss. They tell the truth when other 
power brokers say what they think 
will make people feel better … even 
if this is to peddle a short-term 
illusion. The prophets listen first to 
their culture – their diverse people – 
and only then choose the language 
that will penetrate either the 
complacency or the depression.

Nick Baines is the current 
Bishop of  Leeds, he is a 
linguist, an author and a 
regular contributor within 
the media.

the fundamental rule 
of communication 
is this: it is not what 

you say that matters, but 
what is heard.

Anyone who has done any 
broadcasting or scriptwriting 
will know that attention has to 
be paid first to the language of 
the audience in order that the 
hearers might hear and, if it 
goes really well, understand. 
This act of listening must 
precede the speaking if effective 
communication is to take place.

I would say this, wouldn’t I? 
Before treading the path toward 
ordination in the Church of England 
I was a professional linguist at 
GCHQ in Cheltenham. I had already 
worked (and played – even once 
getting arrested for busking in 
the Paris Metro) in three other 
countries and spoke German, 
French and Russian – none of them 
very well. Learning a language 
demands good listening before 
any attempt to speak … because 
language goes deep and meaning 
is not always obvious. Some 
things simply cannot be translated 
without some element of loss.

This is why the late Helmut 
Schmidt, former Chancellor of 
West Germany, advised people 
thinking of entering politics not 
to do so unless they speak at 
least two foreign languages to a 
competent degree. Why? Because 
in order to understand our own 
culture we must look at ourselves 
through the lens of another culture 
– and to do that we need language.

Now, that goes to the heart of both 
politics and Christian faith. If the 

Listening as 
a church

Christians walking in this prophetic 
tradition ought to be those who 
listen for the beat of a different 
drum, who listen for the melody 
that echoes from another place. 
To put it differently, we are to be 
drawn by the haunting melodies 
of hope, not driven by the banging 
noises of fear.

If Christians learn to listen first 
to the languages being spoken by 
others, then we might be deemed 
counter-cultural in a society in 
which the noises of competing 
claims are in danger of drowning 
out the ‘still small voice’ of God and 
those for whom he cares.

But, all this presupposes that we 
also learn to listen to God – listen 
for the word of the Lord. That word 
might surprise us: it might be of 
challenge and discomfort when we 
expected a pat on the head, or it 
might be of reassurance when we 
doubt ourselves and wonder if even 
God cares.

Listening is key. The surprise of 
Pentecost was that everybody 
heard the good news of Jesus 
in their own language. Listening 
enables us to hear differently, think 
differently (about God, the world 
and us), then live differently … in 
the world with God and each other.

section 1       listening to PeoPle who struggle to haVe a Voice
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to only hearing the voices that say 
what we already think ourselves. 
True liberalism can only happen 
with true listening.

Listening is perhaps the hardest 
discipline for all engaged in the 
world of politics, and of religious 
leadership. Yet it seems to me that 
it was Jesus the listener who was 
able to be Jesus the teacher. It was 
Jesus the listener who discerned 
what Jesus the healer needed to 
be. It was Jesus the listener who 
brought hope to people’s lives.

Listening is very powerful. The 
Samaritan woman at the well 
found her life transformed. Her 
sharing of her own story then led 
to others listening to her, and to 
Jesus. A whole community is then 
transformed. Listening has the 
power to transform us all. So let us 
all be listeners.

Two Anglican Bishops, both sitting in the House of  Lords share 
their understanding of  listening to others, from a biblical and 
practical viewpoint.

Paul Butler took up the 
position of  Bishop of  
Durham in 2014. His 
passion is his evangelical 
faith and using his 
position within the church 
and the House of  Lords 
to speak up for the poor. 
He has an advocacy 
role for Refugees with 
the charity RESET, 
and children through his 
position as Children’s 
Advocate on behalf  of  
the Bishops.

when we are 
listened to we 
feel valued; we 

are empowered. when 
we listen carefully we are 
given the privilege of being 
trusted; those who speak 
allow us into their lives.

Jesus of Nazareth was a great 
teacher. But he knew the power 
of listening. He often ended his 
parables, his “mind-bombs”, with 
“The one who has ears, listen.” 
The story that demonstrates Jesus 
the listener most powerfully for 
me is that of his conversation with 
the Samaritan woman at the well, 
found in John’s gospel chapter 4. 
The context is critical. This was 
a ‘fallen’ woman of a racial and 
religious heritage deemed inferior 
by the Jews. So she would have 
been viewed as one with little 
agency or power, even within her 
own community. But Jesus talks 
with her and listens to her story and 
her views. He listens attentively. He 
asks insightful questions that allow 
her to open up to the possibility of 
a different future. There is power in 
this listening.

So as one who is in a position to 
say much (even writing an article 
like this) I am challenged about 
my listening. In particular, I am 
challenged about listening to 
those whose voice is not heard, or 
very weak.

This is one of the strengths I have 
seen in recent years of the listening 
campaigns led by my friends in 
Citizens UK. Currently, Citizens 
Tyne and Wear are undertaking a 
powerful listening campaign around 

young people’s mental health 
concerns in our region. One clear 
lesson from such exercises is that 
when we listen we discover that 
what we who hold power think is 
most important for others is not in 
reality what they think themselves. 
Too often those in power push 
ahead with their own ideas when 
stopping and listening would hugely 
improve the way to proceed.

The same has been true for me in 
listening to the views of children. 
They so often have thoughts, 
insights, and questions which open 
up the whole world in fresh ways. I 
was reading a ‘hopes and dreams’ 
series of prayers in an outdoor 
Prayer Space in a Durham school 
the day before writing this article. 
So much personal and private 
longing for family and friends; such 
big vision for a world of difference 
in the future. As the Psalmist wrote 
‘out of the months of young infants 
comes forth praise’.

At the heart of learning to listen is 
a discipline. It is the discipline of 
attending to the other. It requires 
a willingness to stay quiet; not to 
leap in with our own immediate 
thoughts or advice. It requires 
learning the ability to reflect back 
to the other to ensure that we have 
heard properly. Naturally listening 
carefully to others does not mean 
we will always agree with them. 
As Tim Farron noted in his 2017 
Theos lecture vaunted “shared 
values” are often not shared values 
at all as there is little leeway given 
for difference in opinion. Careful 
listening should lead to the real 
ability to live respectfully with true 
diversity of belief and opinion. True 
listening should prevent fear, and 
avoid all of us locking ourselves in 
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whenever i have to 
introduce myself, i 
always say ‘i am a 

nurse and social scientist by 
intention and a Baroness by 
astonishment!’. i wasn’t ‘into’ 
politics and i was the first 
Baroness i had ever met! 

But, it’s obviously a great privilege to 
speak in the House of Lords so I asked 
God how He wished me to use this – and 
the message came ‘It’s a very good place 
to speak for those who have no voice – or 
whose voices are not heard’.

I subsequently established a small 
NGO, HART (Humanitarian Aid Relief 
Trust) which works with local partners 
on frontlines of faith and freedom in 
countries where victims of oppression 
and persecution are largely unreached 
by major aid organisations for political or 
security reasons.

I cherish the opportunity to be their 
voice: to visit, to publicise their amazing 
testimonies and to mobilise support. 

I invite you to travel with me in spirit to 
pay short visits to two of our inspirational 
partners - in the historically Armenian 
land of Nagorno Karabakh and Syria. I 
hope you will return, as we always do, 
humbled and inspired by their witness of 

Listening on the

Baroness Caroline Cox is a cross-bench 
member of  the House of  Lords. She is 
committed to listening to people in war-
torn countries who have no voice and has 
spent 25 years giving them a voice both in 
Parliament and through her charity HART. 

faith and love. We also have the privilege 
of working with partners in Sudan, South 
Sudan, Burma, Uganda, Timor Leste and 
Nigeria – the last now in great need of 
your prayers with horrendous escalation 
of killings of Christians in Northern and 
Central Belt States.

First, to Armenia, which suffered the 
genocide inflicted by Ottoman Turkey 
in 1915, in which 1.5 million Armenians 
were killed and Western Armenia annexed 
to Turkey. Then, in Soviet days, Stalin 
cut off Nagorno Karabakh from Eastern 

world stage

section 1       listening to PeoPle who struggle to haVe a Voice
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If you are interested in HART, visit:

hart-uk.org

one pAStor toLd me:
we hAve A GoSpeL 
of Love. whAtever 
demonic forceS Are 
At work, not onLy in 
thiS wAr but 
Anywhere in the 
worLd, we muSt 
never hAte; we muSt 
StiLL Love...

systematic desecration of holy places. We 
also visited Western Aleppo while Eastern 
Aleppo was in the hands of jihadists, firing 
bombs non-stop onto Western Aleppo. 
We attended a service in the Armenian 
Church, with Imams, Mullahs, and Yazidis. 
A children’s choir sang beautifully – while 
the bombs were falling. After the service, 
a Chaldean Catholic priest came up to us 
with a message I will never forget:

‘Thank you for coming. Like St. Thomas 
the Apostle who put his hand into Christ’s 
wounded hands and wounded side, you 
came to put your hand into the wounds of 
our suffering. Now you have seen our pain, 
you can believe, go and tell our story.’

It is our privilege in HART to ‘put our hands 
into the wounds of the suffering’ of partners 
on frontlines of faith and freedom.

Armenia, relocating it in Azerbaijan. With 
the demise of the Soviet Union, Azerbaijan 
tried to ethnically cleanse the Armenians 
from this little land. They resisted. 150,000 
against 7 million; hunting rifles against 
tanks; David against Goliath. I visited 
many times. I used to count 400 GRAD 
missiles a day pounding in on the little 
capital city. One day a missile struck 
the house of the Bishop, where he was 
sleeping. I visited him in the smouldering 
ruins of his home and asked him if he 
had a message for the world, as no-one 
knew what was happening to his people. I 
will never forget his spontaneous reply: a 
message of praise and love – but also with 
a challenge: 

‘We thank God that, after 70 years of 
Soviet Communism, we are free to pray 
again – albeit in cellars and the field 
of battle defending the lives of those 
who are near and dear. It is not only the 
perpetrators of evil who commit sin but 
those who stand by, seeing and knowing – 
but who do not condemn it or try to avert 
it. We have a Gospel of love. Whatever 
demonic forces are at work, not only in 
this war but anywhere in the world, we 
must never hate; we must still love – we 
must always love.’

I have also been privileged to visit Syria 
three times, first in September 2016 
when Islamist terrorists such as ISIS 
and Jabrat al Nusra were perpetrating 
their atrocities. One cannot condone 
atrocities perpetrated by anyone, including 
President Assad. So we went on a pastoral 
visit to meet local people, including those 
in the Christian town of Maaloula which 
had been captured by ISIS where we saw 
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In our local
community…

i recently attended a local government association 
conference. as a new leader of a liberal democrat 
council, it was wonderful to meet other people 
making a difference to their communities. 

following last may’s local elections there is a growing 
group of liberal democrat council leaders. when 
sharing our challenges and successes it became 
clear that perhaps the main thing that unites us is the 
way we listen to our residents.

Politicians of all political stripes will 
often talk a good game of “listening to 
residents all year round” but for us, it is 
part of our DNA. For decades, Liberals 
and Liberal Democrats have argued that 
more decisions should be taken by local 
communities. When Liberal Democrats 
run councils we are able to put our 
principles into action.

As the new Elected Mayor of Watford, I am 
currently running a series of ‘Listening to 
Watford’ events. Last Saturday I spent the 
morning outside a parade of shops in an 
estate in Watford. The local councillors 
and I chatted with a steady stream of 
residents about bus services, speeding 
and housing problems. The thing which 
struck me most was that many of the 
people who spoke to us were just pleased 
that we bothered enough to listen to 
them. With no election in sight, we simply 
wanted to find out their concerns and this 
was really appreciated.

seeKing to understand rather than Be understood
- listening to PeoPle with different Viewssection 2

Our warm congratulations 
to LDCF member Peter 
Taylor who has recently 
won the directly-elected 
post of  Mayor of  Watford. 
Here Peter shares with our 
readers his new initiative 
‘Listening to Watford’.
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For more information about Peter:

watfordlibdems.org

@watfordmayer

Since I was elected I have met with 
dozens of community, voluntary and faith 
groups in Watford finding out about the 
work they do. It is always uplifting to see 
enthusiastic volunteers making a positive 
difference. In the coming weeks I shall 
be listening to the people who work for 
Watford Council, spending time shadowing 
them to find out about the reality of the 
work they do.

So listening is something that should 
be central to the approach of all Liberal 
Democrats but it is also vital that we 
have honest conversations – including 
saying when we disagree. For those of us 
in leadership positions, it is vital that we 
know the reality of life for our residents. 
But when making tough decisions our 
values matter too. Sometimes it will be 
necessary to make decisions that upset 
some people in order to improve your 
area or make the right choice. Listening 

Peter with local charity electric Umbrella who seek to give 
adults with learning disabilities opportunities to be on stage

is essential but it is not possible to 
always agree with every resident. In my 
experience residents usually respect 
politicians, even if there is disagreement, 
as long as they know that they are being 
listened to and you explain why your views 
are different to theirs.

poLiticiAnS  often 
tALk A Good GAme of 
“LiSteninG to 
reSidentS...” but for 
uS, it iS in our dnA
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John Kildea, an Executive member of  the 
LDCF, writes about how one man’s vision 
through listening to both sides played an 
important part in the ceasefires and Good 
Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland.

In National
Politics…

how does god guide us? how 
can i hear from or listen 
to god? have you ever, or 
perhaps how many times have 

you asked yourself such questions?

God does guide us; there can be a specific 
Biblical command, the advice of a reliable 
Christian friend or leader, the particular 
circumstances that we find ourselves in 
lead us in a clear direction and our own 
“gut” feelings which I believe can be the 
guiding of the Holy Spirit.

In his 2016 publication, “Captured by a 
Vision” Ken Newell, formerly minister of 
Fitzroy Presbyterian Church in South Belfast 
illustrates how listening to God in shaped 
the particular ministry of reconciliation that 
he and others brought to the period of “The 
Troubles” in Northern Ireland.

Ken (and I) grew up in the North of the city. 
We were separated geographically by four 
or five miles and chronologically by thirteen 
or fourteen years. Both of us were brought 
up in the Protestant, British Unionist 
tradition but in different ways, both of us 
came to believe that there was something 
that was not appropriate in the manner 
in which the nationalist, mainly Catholic 
section of our community was represented.

On Friday, July 21, 1972, Ken along 
with his wife Val, and young son Tim 
were preparing to leave for a period of 

seeKing to understand rather than Be understood
- listening to PeoPle with different Viewssection 2

“Captured by a Vision” Ken Newell, formerly minister of  
Fitzroy Presbyterian Church in South Belfast
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ministry with the Overseas Board of the 
Presbyterian Church in Indonesia. That 
afternoon paramilitaries set off twenty-
two bombs in the city causing multiple 
deaths and much destruction. As he sat 
in his car amid the mayhem, Ken asked 
himself why God was sending them 
to Indonesia when clearly there was a 
desperate need at home.

In the three years in Indonesia, the Newell 
family were befriended by a Catholic priest 
who was also serving as a missionary, 
links were established between the 
Reformed and Catholic theological 
students and in the sharing of experiences 
and understanding of scriptures genuine 
friendships were formed.

In 1975 the family returned to Belfast for 
the birth of their second child. They fully 
intended to return to Indonesia enriched 
by the experiences of churches working 
together, but ongoing medical needs for 
their new daughter meant that this would 
not be possible.

Into this disappointment there came an 
opportunity. Ken was asked to consider 
the possibility of becoming the minister at 
Fitzroy Presbyterian and having accepted 
this call he was installed as minister in 
1976. In this context of a city and region 
traumatised by ongoing violence and political 
deadlock, a ministry of reconciliation based 
on the ideals and experiences of Indonesia 
developed. Contact was made with clergy in 
all denominations locally and beginning with 
united Christmas Community Carol Services 
and friendships with individual clergy a 
beginning was made to bring separate 
sections of the community together.

During the next eighteen years as the 
unrest continued these links developed. 

In the midst of the 1981 Hunger Strikes 
an invitation to Clonard Monastery began 
that eventually led to the Clonard - 
Fitzroy Fellowship which over the years 
engaged with politicians, community 
representatives and paramilitaries in an 
effort to bring an end to the violence and 
to rebuild a broken society.

The ceasefire and Good Friday 
Agreement can be linked to the ministry 
of individual such as Ken Newell and 
other Protestant clergy along with 
Fathers Gerry Reynolds and Alex Reid 
at Clonard. There are also many others 
who made courageous contributions to 
the cause of peace by listening to God 
and to others who had diametrically 
opposed political viewpoints. In the book, 
Ken acknowledges them by name and 
by action. Along with the “successes” 
he also mentions the low points when 
the journey seemed to be pointless and 
giving up seemed the easier option. 

Ken retired from congregational ministry 
several years ago, but he continues to 
serve the Presbyterian Church and wider 
community inspiring others to believe 
that lives lived under the influence of the 
Gospel and guided by the leading of God’s 
Spirit can make a real difference to their 
communities, nation and further afield.

On a personal level I found that living and 
working in Northern Ireland, what I was 
hearing from clergy such as Ken, along 
with circumstances in my own life, meant 
that you had to decide if you wished to be 
part of the problem (even by doing nothing 
and just accepting the status quo) or that 
you wished to do something, no matter 
how seemingly insignificant to contribute 
to the solution.
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god speaks. he has always been speaking. it was how 
he created everything in the beginning (e.g. genesis 
1:3) and in the story of god leading his people from 

slavery to freedom, from the wilderness to their purpose, 
we see a pattern of god calling to individuals, speaking to 
them, and speaking through them.

God’s story reaches its pinnacle and fulfilment in Jesus – the Word 
of God, the divine become flesh, bone, and blood, the ‘…exact imprint 
of [God’s] nature…” (Hebrews 1:3), and Jesus continues to call, first 
His disciples and then each one of us, in to His way of life. Jesus even 
promises that He has more to say and that when He has gone, the Holy 
Spirit will speak and guide us into all truth (John 16:12). He has always 
been speaking and, by His Holy Spirit, He will always be speaking.

A speaking God needs a listening Church, a body of believers who 
wait and expect His voice to lead them in all areas of their lives. If we 
can learn to recognise the Shepherd’s voice and follow its call, we can 
bring His Kingdom here, on earth, in our conversations, discussions, 
offices, policies and politics. We know that we should forgive because 
He forgives, that we should love like He has loved us; can we learn to 
listen like God listens? Can we bring His Kingdom and reflect His heart 
of compassion and peace simply in the way that we hear each other, 
friend of adversary, ally or rival? Even when we disagree, however 
passionately, can we dare to enter in to the mind and perspective of 
the other? Jesus was good at this. I’m struck, in reading the gospels, 
at how many questions Jesus answers with a question, or how many 
times His answers seem to have missed the question, only for the 
listener, and now us the reader, to realise that He was answering 
something much deeper that had gone unspoken. In the gospel 
according to Mark, a famous story is told of Jesus and His disciples 
travelling by boat one evening. A storm begins to rage and the boat 
begins to fill with water…and Jesus sleeps in the stern. His disciples 
wake Him and ask “don’t you care that we’re going to drown?” Jesus 
doesn’t answer, He calms the storm and asks them: “why are you so 
afraid? Have you still no faith?” (Mark 4:35-41). Jesus looks past the 
immediate situation and sees straight to heart of what’s going on and, 
in looking at the bigger picture, calls His followers to a deeper faith, to 
a deeper relationship with Him.

Can we listen like Jesus? Instead of winning a debate or convincing 
someone that we’re right, can we hear the heart of what’s going on and 
call people, whatever their opinions, to a deeper relationship with Him? 
Can we bear witness to a loving Father who is waiting to welcome us in 
and hear what’s on our hearts?

In Jesus Emmanuel (God with us), 
we find the precedent of meeting 
people where they are at, in a way 
that they can relate to but that 
challenges them and calls them 
to something more, to something 
greater; and in Jesus we have our 
teacher in the art of listening, and 
the secret seems to be practice. 
Jesus took every opportunity to 
withdraw to a quiet place and 
pray, not least just before His 
crucifixion when, in the garden of 
Gethsemane, he prayed through 
the night that God’s will be done 
(Matthew 26:36-46).

Finally, in learning to listen, we learn 
to trust in the character of God. A 
God who speaks to Elijah not in the 
wind, or earthquake, or fire but in 
the sound of a low whisper (1 Kings 
19:9-18) needs our discernment and 
our confidence in who He is: if I’m 
listening to God, I won’t hear hate or 
aggression, division or persecution; 
He is love, and I will hear love. If the 
Spirit is leading, He won’t lead me 
into resentment, war and selfishness; 
instead I will follow Him into peace, 
kindness and self-control (Galatians 
5:22-23). This is the voice of my 
Shepherd King. Let’s spend time with 
God, praying that our hearts would be 
aligned with His and that we would 
hear others the way He hears us in 
prayer: with love, compassion and a 
longing for relationship.

In the
church…

Stephen George is an 
LDCF member and the 
worship Leader at Holy 
Trinity Church Claygate.

seeKing to understand rather than Be understood
- listening to PeoPle with different Viewssection 2
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#1 twr Political exchange 
TWR is an international radio station and 
certainly can claim to have the furthest reach of 
any Christian media. Its UK arm produces the 
Political Exchange which attempts to bridge the 
gap between faith and politics through a series of 
debates and interviews. LDCF has contributed to 
this on a regular basis.

twr.org.uk/show/political-exchange 

@twruk

#2 Premier radio 
Two programmes may be of interest to our 
readers: Bishop’s Bench which keeps the listener 
abreast of the issues our Bishops are engaged 
with within the House of Lords, and Politics Today, 
which is a news service.

premier.org.uk

@Premierradio

#3 sat – 7 
This is a satellite TV programme, so watching 
rather than listening, that broadcasts not in 
the UK but to the millions of Christians spread 
throughout the Middle East. For example, it is 
providing Christian educational programmes to 
children in Syrian refugee camps. Good one to 
follow to see how media is reaching Christians 
further a-field.

sat7uk.org

@sat7uK

finger on 
the Pulse #1 theos think tank 

A Christian organisation, rigorously research 
based, attempting to combat the ill-informed 
nature of commentary on religion, now 
significant in its influence with politicians, 
policy makers, journalists and academics.

theosthinktank.co.uk

@theosthinktank

#2 christians in Politics
An organisation which works to promote 
Christian involvement in politics through its 
engagement with churches, through events such 
as the Influence Tour, and within Parliament.

christiansinpolitics.org.uk

@ciPolitics

#3 samaritans
This well-known organization has recently had a 
campaign called “The Big Listen” – This is a very 
useful follow up to the subject of this magazine, it 
includes ‘SHUSH’ advice (How to listen well) that I 
found a very useful tool to help to listen well.

samaritans.org/media-centre/big-listen

@samaritans.org

#1 Jesus and Politics: confronting the Powers, 
Alan Storkey
A scholarly book which uses the Gospel accounts to 
show us the political implications of stories, related 
by their authors, for Christian purposes. Useful to 
help us as Christians today to understand better our 
calling to be in the political sphere.

#2 those who show up, Andy Flannigan 
A book seeking to challenge Christians to 
engage with the world of politics, both at the 
national and local level.

#3 the spirit level: why equality is Better for 
everyone, Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson
Not an overtly Christian book, but an interesting 
read if you agree with Vince Cable about the 
damaging effect of inequality on our Society. The 
authors have recently produced another book on 
the effects of inequality to the mental health of 
our population; a topical and worrying reality!

A few ideas on how to keep your ear to the 
ground in the world of  Christian politics:

recommended
LiSteninG

recommended 
webSiteS

recommended 
reAdS
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section 3       listening to god

we all hear what we want 
to hear.  we may seek to 
hear god for affirmation, 

for confirmation about a decision 
we are making, or for comfort and 
direction when we feel overwhelmed 
or anxious.

But if we really want to listen to God on an 
ongoing basis, we need to learn how to go 
about it in an intentional manner. We also need 
to be prepared to hear what we might not want 
to hear!

How do we seek to listen to God and find out 
his will for our lives and our world? From my 
experience, we need to slow down, look into his 
Word and be sensitive to the Spirit’s guidance. I 
do not believe that the Spirit will guide anyone 
into acting contrary to what the Bible says.  But 
the Bible is a big book, and open to different 
interpretations if we simply open it at random 
and do not see it as a whole; as a sweeping 
story of God’s love and redemption.

I always find the most helpful place to start is 
with the greatest commandment: “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind and with 
all your strength, and love your neighbour as 
yourself.”

This is God’s overarching will for our lives. 
Loving God and loving each other, as well as 
making sure we care for ourselves, pretty much 
covers all the bases. And when we are aiming 
to live within his general will, we will hopefully 
start to find this love shaping our decisions and 
our attitudes.

If we seek to love God with everything within 
us, we will want to be obedient to him. If we 
believe that God loves us enough to lay down 
his life for us, then we can accept that he gives 

In our
daily liVes

Tim Farron MP

us guidance and laws for our own good. For 
example, looking at the Ten Commandments, 
even in their driest form, we can see that 
breaking them is not ultimately going to lead to 
happiness and fulfilment.

In terms of seeking to listen to God in everyday 
situations, I try to start by accepting that God is 
God, and I am not! If we can cultivate a humility 
before God, it will then be more natural for that 
to spill over into humility before other humans 
– including those we might disagree with or 
even dislike. The old wristband motto “What 
would Jesus do?” may feel a little twee, but it is 
a helpful reminder to check our attitudes and 
responses.

We also need to ensure we are walking 
together with other believers. Paul tells the 
Thessalonians to encourage one another and 
build each other up, and we will hopefully find 
it easier to listen to God if we are listening 
alongside our Christian family.

The journey of seeking to listen and fulfil 
our purposes within God’s will is summed 
up beautifully in the Message translation of 
Ephesians 5:1: “Keep company with (God) and 
learn a life of love.” When we keep company 
with someone, we are engaging with them and 
walking in step together.
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I am grateful that there is a well-connected 
church community within Watford, where there is 
regular prayer for the Town Hall administration, 
its officers, the elected Mayor, and councillors. 
It is great to have that prayer support, but I think 
it is important for us to take time out with God 
each day to pray, and to listen.

As Jesus said, “My sheep listen to my voice; I 
know them, and they follow me.” (John 10:27 NLT)

It is clear from the Bible, and other works, 
that it is necessary to listen to the Holy Spirit 
to give direction to our situation. We can have 
thoughts, ideas, and longings, but we need an 
encounter with God to break through all of that, 
and to bring clarity. At times, we may need to 
ask ourselves whether we are paying attention 
– are we setting aside time to wait and hear?

If we are, what does that look like in practice? 
For most of us, God doesn’t communicate in 
a big booming voice, or indeed, in any audible 
way – if only! I would find that so much easier! 
It tends to be, however, that still small voice, 
that speaks to my spirit. I then find myself 
questioning – have I heard right?; am I making 
it up?; is that what you are saying?; is that 
definitely the Bible verse?

When I was first approached about standing 
as a councillor, I spent time with God, and as 
a result declined. Then a year or more later, 
I was asked again, and this time after prayer, 
I agreed. I think that was about timing. It is a 
privilege to serve, and to be a Christian in the 
political arena. I feel it is incumbent upon us 
to serve as best as we can. As the Bible says, 
‘Whatever your task, work heartily, as serving 
the Lord and not men.’ (Col 3:23 RSV) So for 
me, staying close to God – and listening to Him 
- is vitally important.

‘A still
small Voice’

Steve Bolton is a local councillor in Central 
ward Watford‘...But the lord was not 

in the wind... the 
lord was not in the 

earthquake … the lord was not in the 
fire; and after the fire a still small 
voice.’ (1 Kings 19:11-12 rsV)
A dictionary definition of listening is 
‘concentrating on hearing something’. It can 
also be ‘taking heed’ or ‘paying attention’. For 
those of us with working ears, it can be easy 
to hear, but then we can find that we are not 
listening. I am hopefully not the only one who, 
during a conversation with someone, suddenly 
realises that you cannot recall what the other 
person has just said. So, I have heard, but 
for whatever reason, I have not actually been 
listening. Or sadly, maybe, it is just me! It 
makes me think, however, how often is the Lord 
trying to speak to me, and I am not listening? 
Distractions are there at every turn.

Even the young boy Samuel got it: ‘And Samuel replied, 
“Speak, your servant is listening.” ‘(1 Samuel 3:10 NLT)

Some thesaurus alternatives to ‘listening’ are: 
being all ears (conjures an odd mental picture); 
hanging on someone’s words (seems tricky); 
and, pinning back one’s ears (sounds painful). 
It is quite clear, however, that it is about being 
attentive. I believe that wherever we may be 
engaged, we are in God’s service, and that 
listening to Him is key in all situations.

We all face challenges, of varying degrees, in 
our daily activity. As a local councillor, I can 
be dealing with a range of situations where 
people are concerned or upset about planning 
applications, anti-social behaviour, waste 
collections, littering & fly-tipping, parking 
issues, bus services, pot-holes, and many 
others. I then need to be understanding, honest, 
and if necessary, robust in my response. Each 
situation is, however, different, and so I believe 
that responding appropriately, with prayerful 
consideration, is vital.
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for the christian active in 
politics, listening to god is in 
many ways no different than 
for the christian engaged 

in other worthwhile activities. as 
a fairly ordinary retired church of 
england priest with almost 40 years’ 
involvement at the lower echelons 
of political activity (european 
Parliament researcher; sdP mark 
1, liberal democrats), i might 
recommend this classical approach:

scripture
The Bible has to be a key resource for 
Christians. As it contains many different 
types of writing, and as some of it can 
be quite difficult, it needs to be handled 
carefully, and it is hugely helpful to use 
Bible commentaries written by people 
with proper academic qualifications. 
Simply quoting a convenient text to 
support a contentious political argument 
- is not good enough! The Bible does not 
just have ethical/theological principles 
in a vacuum; it contains accounts of real 
people living real lives – good, bad and 
ugly – in the sight of God; in a sense, all 
of human nature is there. There is also 
the vital testimony of Jesus’s life, written 
in a way specifically to inspire belief and 
to give confidence to Christians. Many 
Christians meditate on Scripture as part of 
their public and private devotions.  

tradition
There is a rich depth and variety of 
Christian tradition, which we can draw 
upon today: for example, by becoming 
more familiar with classical Christian 
music and art, and by visiting churches 
of different traditions and learning from 
them. There is also a key Christian 
tradition of social justice, and relief for 
the oppressed, which goes right back 
to Jewish roots. But again: Christian 
tradition must be handled carefully, for 
not all of it is good. Christian churches 
and organisations have been implicit in 
internecine warfare, racism, antisemitism, 
slavery, the Crusades and the Inquisition 
to name but some; we cannot, therefore, 
be in denial.   

reason
The Christian faith is a reasonable faith 
and is open to discussion and argument. 
Christians should not afraid to enter 
into philosophical discussions and to 
explore theology and fresh avenues of 
thought. Whilst there is no “cast-iron 
proof argument” for God’s existence, 
Christians can be confident that faith 
can be supported by weighty reasons 

Listening to God
in Politics

It is wonderful to hear from LDCF 
member Charles Cotton, who edited the 
first edition of  the Liberal Democrat 
magazine 30 years ago!

section 3       listening to god
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and a coherent body of evidence. We can 
start with God and then begin to make 
sense of the Universe. We do not need 
to make unscientific assertions in order 
to be Christians – there’s nothing wrong, 
for example, in Christians agreeing with 
evolution and in supporting good scientific 
research.  

experience
All Christians can learn from the example 
and experience of others. Besides the 
heroes of faith described in the Bible, 
there are many others down the centuries 
whose practice and writings have inspired 
generations of Christians. (At the end of 
this article I list some recommendations…) 
Listening to God means prayer, which in 
turn means having a personal relationship 
with God – and also being part of the 
Church because there is a corporate 
side to the Christian faith as well as the 
individual aspect.  

listening to others
We can learn here especially from the 
example of Jesus in the New Testament. 
We find in the Gospels a surprising 
number of conversations between Jesus 
and other people – and not just Jesus’s 
statements, but also His questions and 
what the other people were saying. If we 
find it difficult to show a genuine interest 
in others, then we might also find it 
hard to listen to God. A good politician 

is a careful and considerate listener 
– and especially to those who tend to 
be sidelined by the more powerful and 
vociferous. 

consistency
As Christians engaged in politics, our 
mission would be to enable our fellow 
politicians to become more aware of the 
Gospel, and our fellow Christians to be 
more aware of politics. There has to be 
some integration between what we believe 
as Christians and how we approach our 
politics. It’s not always easy…

recommended BooKs
introduction to the devout life, 
Saint Francis de Sales
the elements of the spiritual life, 
F.P. Harton
crossing the threshold of hope, 
Pope John Paul II
worshipping god, R.T.Kendall
a serious call to a devout and holy life, 
William Law
the Practice of the Presence of god, 
Brother Lawrence
no man is an island, Thomas Merton
life of the Beloved, Henri Nouwen
holiness, J.C. Ryle
the interior castle, Saint Teresa of Avila
faith in the Public square, Rowan Williams
Prayer – does it make any difference?, 
Philip Yancey

The first LDCF magazine 
from August 1988
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who would be in your first Xi of old 
testament heroes? moses for sure. 
Joshua, deborah, gideon, david, 
daniel…? and surely elijah, not 

left by god to experience a conventional death 
but permitted to hop aboard the fiery chariot 
which swung low to whisk him into the heavenly 
presence. when Jesus was transfigured, the two 
with whom he met were moses - representing 
the law - and elijah for the Prophets. and small 
wonder when one considers the lone hand he 
played so gloriously against the prophets of 
Baal on mount carmel. But let us look at what 
happened next in 1 Kings chapter 19…

While Elijah’s victory on Mount Carmel changed things 
briefly on the surface, paganism still gripped the vast 
majority of the people of Israel, who were cowed by the 
terrifying regime of King Ahab. Margaret Thatcher was 
much feared as Prime Minister, but she had nothing on 
Queen Jezebel, from whom Elijah now fled in fear of his 
life. From the ecstasy of victory, he was reduced in short 
order to the depths of despair, of acute vulnerability, of 
loneliness and even of wanting it all, including his life, 
to end right there and then. There is doubtless material 
in this chapter for a profitable psychological study on 
Elijah’s state of mind, but this lies beyond both the scope 
of this article and the expertise of its author.

How did God deal with his servant who had fallen 
into such a sorry state? Firstly, he made sure that 
Elijah’s physical needs were met. The prescription 
was sleep, food and drink, then the same again, then 

Tuning in to
god’s whisPers

Robert Court shares with 
us a biblical perspective 
of  how to listen to God.

section 3       listening to god
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a journey. Sometimes there really are 
straightforward physical contributions 
to what we perceive to be a spiritual 
problem: this was true for Elijah, so why 
should we think ourselves immune? And 
then, at the end of his journey, Elijah 
finally was in place to hear the Lord.

Now we – and perhaps Elijah – might 
have imagined that what was needed 
in response to the dire political and 
religious situation was a truly magnificent 
explosion of God’s power, rather along 
the lines of the fire which consumed the 
correct sacrifice on Mount Carmel, only 
even more spectacular. And yet God is 
not in the powerful wind, nor is he in the 
earthquake, nor even in the fire this time. 
He is in the gentle whisper, the still, small 
voice. God’s response to the background 
cacophony is not more noise. Elijah had to 
tune out the clamour and tune in to God’s 
gentle, peaceful whisper. In our noisy age 
of unremitting e-communication, how vital 
it is for us to spend quiet times with God, 
at least daily.

Elijah felt in mortal danger. He believed 
himself to be not only in a minority (true) 
but also in a minority of one (false). And 
what did God say to him? He gave Elijah 
some practical tasks to keep him busy, 
including anointing Jehu as king over 
Israel, a simple act of preparation for the 
regime change in Israel that God himself 

was going to bring about. There was work 
to be done in a foreign power (Syria), 
and, by anointing Elisha to be prophet in 
his place, he would be following divine 
succession planning. These tasks were 
important in themselves, but they gave 
Elijah a sense of purpose for a future 
which would in fact stretch in God’s 
economy through and even beyond Elijah’s 
time on Earth. And then God firmly but 
gently, encouragingly but with a hint of 
quiet rebuke, pointed out that Elijah was 
far from alone but in a band of as many as 
7000 who were faithful to himself.

I am sure we can see plenty of parallels in 
our time. Other political voices are louder 
than ours. We worry about being engulfed 
by the predominantly secularist tide. The 
world of social media is noisy and at times 
increasingly nasty. But even in human 
terms none of us is alone. And God is 
there with us. A year ago, I responded 
to Christians in Politics’ strapline 
“Participate, don’t just commentate” by 
embarking on the road of becoming a 
potential Liberal Democrat PPC, and I 
know that was at the prompting of the still 
small voice. God is here, and he wants us 
to listen.
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let’s 
Pray

Here’s a collection of  prayers to 
guide your own, some written by 
members of  our LDCF community

for those that struggle to 
haVe a Voice:

Father,

We pray for those in our world who 
struggle to have a voice, for the 

victims of domestic abuse, so often 
hidden and silent. We pray into the 

Government’s consultation document 
“Transforming the Response to 
Domestic Abuse”, for change to 

happen through this, but also pray 
for the ongoing work of Restored and 
other organisations that work towards 
ending violence against both women 

and men in our world.

We pray for the work of IJM and 
thank you that through their work 
45,000 people have been rescued 

from slavery and violence. Help us 
not to avoid difficult issues, because 
if we are prepared to listen to these 

people’s accounts we will be unable to 
walk by on the other side.

Finally, we pray for the wonderful 
work of the Samaritans, who do listen, 

all their amazing volunteers who 
when people are at their lowest points 

in life, are there to listen.

Help us Father to have open ears 
and open hearts to those it is so 

easy to ignore.

Amen

Written by LCDF Member

for us to Better listen to god: 

We pray to have alert ears, open 
minds and focused souls so we can 
hear what God is saying to us. We 
pray that God will help us to listen 

to and understand, ideas and people 
that we don’t yet know or struggle to 
comprehend. We pray that God will 
enable us to provide platforms for 
people who struggle to be heard.

Written by Magzine Editor

for seeKing to understand 
rather than Be understood:

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace. 
Where there is hatred, let me bring love. 

Where there is offense, let me bring 
pardon. 

Where there is discord, let me bring union. 
Where there is error, let me bring truth 
Where there is doubt, let me bring faith. 

Where there is despair, let me bring 
hope. 

Where there is darkness, let me bring 
your light. 

Where there is sadness, let me bring joy. 
O Master, let me not seek as much to be 

consoled as to console, 
to be understood as to understand, 

to be loved as to love, 
for it is in giving that one receives, 

it is in self-forgetting that one finds, 
it is in pardoning that one is pardoned, 

it is in dying that one is raised to eternal life.

Written by St Francis of  Assisi
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Listening to
our memBers

Interview with Helen 
Harrison, LDCF member 
about her new initiative, the 
Councillor Prayer Network.

helen, Briefly introduce yourself to 
our readers.

tell us why you felt a councillor’s 
Prayer networK was required?

I am a local councilor from Thornbury, which is mid-
size market town north of Bristol. I’ve been a Councillor 
there for 11 years and will be coming up for re-election 
next year. In 2016-17 I was Mayor of Thornbury and 
Chair of the Council. I am married with grown-up twin 
daughters and attend Thornbury Baptist Church.

When I became Mayor of Thornbury, I wanted to explore 
ways of bringing faith and politics together.   One of 
the things I did was to hold a prayer breakfast for 
Councillors in the South Gloucestershire area. From this 
event, the feedback from the Councillors was how much 
they valued the opportunity to come together with other 
Christians who were Councillors and who understood 
the issues they were going through. In Thornbury I was 
fortunate in having quite a few Christian Councillors, so I 
don’t feel on my own, but in a lot of Councils I am aware 
that there might be just one Christian Councillor and it is 
quite a battle – quite a spiritual battle as well. So we had 
that first prayer breakfast and from that, it became quite 
obvious that they wanted it to repeat, so we have been 
meeting every quarter. The breakfast comprises both 
Councillors and council staff who all understand how 
difficult it is to hold that tension of both being a Christian 
and involved in politics. Sadly, so many churches do not 
understand how these two things can go together!
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introduce us to the way the Prayer networK worKs and how 
as ldcf memBers we can ParticiPate or Pray?

helen thanK you for sharing this wonderful and inValuaBle 
ministry, we wish you well.

Having set up the Prayer Network in South Gloucestershire, I was then approached 
by Christians In Politics who heard about the initiative and wanted to explore how 
we could reach more Councillors. From this, we set up an email prayer network, 
we send out an emails every two months, it includes prayers around generic 
issues but also Councillors can send in their own prayer requests which we will 
add in with as much confidentiality and anonymity as is required. We also try to 
include a story of a Councillor, or somebody involved in local politics, just to show 
the different experiences of what it is like to be a Christian involved in Politics. 
It is very easy to get involved, you can have a light touch by receiving an email 
every two months, some people will email back with prayer requests. From this 
communication and connection, I am able to place Councillors in a local groups 
and small prayer networks can be formed locally. How can LDCF get involved? 
It would be great to have any Christian Councillors sign up to it, we do also have 
people who are not Councillors but have a heart for intercession, they should sign 
up too. Finally, how to pray? I do think unity is a great thing to pray for, within the 
Council. We cannot get away from the fact that we are from different parties, but 
at the end of the day, we are serving the same community. I think it is so important 
to find unity where we can so that we don’t get distracted by party politics because 
overriding our political differences we are brothers and sisters in Christ, united in 
Christ. So, pray for unity.

If  you would like to sign up for Helen’s Councilor’s Prayer Network email or would like to be
put in touch with Christian Councillors in your area please in the first instance email Helen on: 
helen@christiansinpolitics.org.uk
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At our AGM last year, I proposed that 
we start the process of requesting 
that the status of LDCF be changed 
from AO (Associated Organisation) 
to SAO (Specified Associated 
Organisation).  Just one letter makes 
quite a bit of difference.  SAOs have 
the right to submit policy motions, 
to nominate candidates for federal 
elections and are consulted by the 
party. I’m pleased to say that the 
Federal Board agreed our request 
and the final step is to obtain the 
agreement of Federal Conference.  
A constitutional amendment to 
change our status will be voted on 
at Autumn Conference.  If it obtains 
the necessary 2/3rds majority, then 
we will become an SAO. If you can be 
in the hall at 9am on Tuesday 18th 
September, please come and vote.  
If you can’t, then please pray for a 
successful outcome.

first of all, i’d like to welcome 
our new director, Karen 
Klair. we always knew sarah 

would be difficult to replace but 
were determined to find the right 
candidate.  it took several months 
and two sets of interviews but we are 
thrilled that Karen is now in place.  
i’m sorry that we had such a long 
break between sarah leaving and 
Karen starting but i’m sure you will 
agree, the wait was worthwhile.

chair’s
final thoughts

Lizzie Jewkes leaves us with reflections on 
the year that’s passed linked to some final 
thoughts on the power of  listening.

The past year has 
seen LDCF become 
more visible within the 
party.  Tim Farron M.P. 
our then leader, spoke 
at a packed Prayer 
Breakfast during the 
Autumn Conference.   
Our present leader, 
Sir Vince Cable M.P. 
then accepted our 
invitation to speak at 
our Christmas reception 
in Westminster.  Vince 
will also be speaking at 
our Prayer Breakfast 
at this year’s Autumn 
Conference.
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AMEND TO BULLETS

Join the

today
why?
membership will give you:
•	Priority invitations to our events
•	Regular magazines and membership newsletters
•	A platform to contribute to policy debates
•	Supporting our work to make a difference in the 

party – we are reliant on the financial support of 
our members

how?
It’s simple - sign up online:

www.ldcf.org
LDCF’s mission is to be a Christian voice in the 
Liberal Democrats, and a voice of Liberal Democracy 
among the Christian community.

we can only do it with our members. 
thank you for your support.



get your copy today: 
Available on amazon 
in paperback or 
Kindle, and at manna 
christian Book shop
www.mannachristiancentre.co.uk

12 lib dem mPs 
& Peers
12 Perspectives 
of faith
12 Perspectives 
of Politics

haVe you 
read the 
BooK?

yours for only £6.99
don’t miss out...

“As Christians we are called to be 
different from the world but we are 
also called to involve ourselves in it 
and to act with kindness, honesty 
and gentleness.”
tim farron

“This is a collection which highlights 
the fact that Christianity is alive 
and kicking within the Liberal 
Democrats...Whether you are a 
Christian who is interested in politics 
or a Liberal Democrat who is seeking 
an insight into Christian thinking, 
I commend this collection to you.”
steve webb


