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Listening to God is a book I recommend all over the world to those who are longing for a deeper encounter with God in prayer. It is refreshingly honest, practical, gentle and wise. There are many books about talking to God, but surprisingly few about listening to Him, and this is one of the best you will find on that theme.


I particularly value the way Joyce Huggett refuses to reduce God’s voice to the distinctive accent of any one Christian tradition. She blends the charismatic emphasis on prophetic revelation with an evangelical commitment to hearing God’s Word through Scripture, whilst introducing us to the rich insights and experiences of the ancient contemplative traditions.
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In memory of Tom, who first taught me to listen to God.




Preface


Nearly twenty years have elapsed since I tentatively sent the manuscript of Listening to God to my then-editor, Carolyn Armitage. The book lay finished in the drawer of my desk for three months before I plucked up the courage to post it. Even though Carolyn had given me endless encouragement, I found myself consumed with fear at the prospect of this particular book being published. How would the Christian public react to it, I wondered. Would evangelicals understand why I had drawn on the insights of Catholic authors? Would they reject me? Would charismatics understand and identify with my expressed belief that my call to stillness and solitude was the beckoning of God’s Spirit? Would my contemplative friends be offended by the gentle challenge contained in the last chapter? In other words, would I find myself misunderstood, isolated, even rejected by those who had become dear to me?


I need not have worried! In fact, sometimes I still smile as I remember my own neurosis. Even before the book was published, the editorial team who then worked at Hodder & Stoughton sought me out at the Christian Booksellers’ Convention, thanked me for the book and prophesied that countless readers would be grateful for it. When the book was eventually published, I marvelled that their prophecy proved to be correct. For well over two years, I received letters every day from readers all over the world. Many of these readers confessed that their prayer pilgrimage found so many parallels in my own that, in very many ways, they could have written the book themselves. They also expressed gratitude that Listening to God had given them permission to respond openly to the Spirit’s nudging. Such letters still reach me. Every time I read and re-read them, I offer my gratitude to God, not only for inspiring me to write the book in the first place but for his faithfulness in giving me the grace to summon up the courage to send the completed manuscript to the publisher.


So much has changed since that day when I did take the manuscript to the post. Internationally things have changed in that, today, an ever-growing number of Christians from a variety of backgrounds – particularly those from an evangelical and charismatic background – feel drawn to respond to God’s plea to ‘be still, and know that I am God’ (Ps. 46:10) and to Jesus’ invitation to ‘Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest’ (Mark 6:31).


My own circumstances have also changed. I no longer live in a seven-bedroomed house where I have the luxury of a quiet room for a prayer place. I now live in an apartment where my precious prayer place is a strip of my study that overlooks a wooded grove that is lined with pine trees – a place where squirrels delight to play; a place too that seagulls and pigeons seem to love.


The years that were sandwiched between living in a spacious rectory in Nottingham and living in this apartment were years that could be summed up in one word: ‘change’. My husband ceased to be the rector of a thriving and thrilling church in Nottingham and we both became mission partners with Interserve. Our role in Interserve was to provide pastoral care and spiritual resources for other mission partners, including leading retreats for them. This involved moving from Nottingham to Cyprus, where we established The Hiding Place – an oasis where mission partners could come for retreat and rest and prayer and care. It also involved us in a great deal of travelling so that we could lead retreats for mission partners in the countries where they were serving God. None of these retreats took place in the well-appointed kind of retreat centre that we have in England. Most were held in places that had no heating – often no electricity, sometimes no running water! Yet we never heard the mission partners complain and we witnessed the Holy Spirit working in the deep places of people’s lives. What a privilege!


Since ‘change’ characterised our lives, someone once sent me a card containing the following words:




CHANGE


GOD


tossing us –


gently –


from one hand


to another


GOD can


CATCH!


PRAISE BE1





That card lay on my desk for many months. It moved house with me recently, reminding me of the appropriateness of change.


It is appropriate because prayer is a pilgrimage. I was reminded of this in one of the retreat centres that I was privileged to work in on one of my trips overseas.


This particular place of prayer sits on a high promontory overlooking a meandering river. While the retreatants were engaging with some of the prayer exercises that I gave them each day, I would sometimes sit and gaze at that river that lay, like a giant, sleeping snake, in the gorge below – its curves and bends reminding me of the twists and turns in my own life.


In Listening to God, I have shared one stretch of my own journey through life – a phase of the pilgrimage that lasted some fifteen years. That phase, as I have explained, was preceded by a longer period of nearly forty years. It has been succeeded by nineteen more years that have been rich because, as someone has rightly reminded us: ‘The reward of the search is to go on searching.’


As I explained in the preface of the original manuscript, there were two reasons why I described in detail that middle phase of my spiritual pilgrimage. One was because so many of the people I was meeting were asking the kind of questions I had asked in the 1970s: Does God speak today as he did in Bible times? If so, how does he speak? How do I know whether it is his voice I have heard? What must I do if I want to learn to tune into God’s still, small voice? This book was written with such people in mind. It went to publication with the sincere prayer that these people would find the answers to some of their questions as my own story unfolded. It was produced because, deep down in my heart, a conviction had taken root that God still speaks today and he is actively seeking Christian people who will take seriously his command to listen.


There was another reason why I decided to write about listening to God. It can best be summed up with the word ‘obedience’. I sensed that God was asking me to draw together three threads of spirituality that, at certain stages of the Church’s history, had remained so separate that they seemed almost incompatible: the richness of the evangelical tradition with its faithfulness to the Bible, the freshness of the charismatic movement with its openness to the energising and empowering of God’s Holy Spirit, and the deep-down stillness of the world of contemplation with its emphasis on encountering God and being encountered by him.


In Listening to God, I have described how these three strands have been intertwined in my own life. I relate some of the joys, some of the sorrow and some of the surprises that met me as this work of God began in my life thirty years ago. I attempted to show how, in one life, my life, God had been breaking down the barriers of suspicion and prejudice that used to divide Christian from Christian; how he had impressed on me the fact that Christians in many camps need one another if they are to become whole and embrace the whole gospel. There is a sense, then, in which this book is about reconciliation as well as listening prayer.


In the preface of the original book, I wrote this:




I offer the book to readers in whom the Holy Spirit of God is working similarly with the encouragement not to fear the strange changes you may find happening to you, but to rejoice in them. For God invites us, not to stagnate in our spiritual life, but to change and to go on being changed.





Many years further along the path I believe that claim even more fervently. I believe it because I myself have changed considerably since writing the book. My experience of God has not been frozen between the pages of Listening to God. It continues to evolve. To develop. To deepen. That is why I have added a postscript entitled ‘Moving On’. God is always moving us on. One of the places through which he leads us is the desert. As I explain in the postscript, I have discovered that the desert, that place where we encounter spiritual dryness and spiritual darkness, has a friendly, even fruitful face. It is not a place to be feared but rather a place to be welcomed. It is the place where we are refined, the place where we are being refreshed and equipped, the place where we are being prepared for eternity – where we shall meet the Beloved face to face.


As this book is reprinted once again, I echo the prayer I first prayed way back in 1985 – that it may become a bridge on which the Christian earnestly desiring to hear God’s voice and the God who yearns to communicate with his children may meet, embrace each other and journey through life together listening in love to one another.


Joyce Huggett


2005
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1


Learning to Listen


Prayer became the warp and woof of my life very early on in my childhood. My father wove the first prayer-threads into the fabric of my experience. It was not that he taught me prayers, nor that he prayed with me, so far as I can remember. Instead, he taught me the value of prayer by allowing me to watch him at prayer.


I can see him now. Every evening, after work, he would settle himself into the armchair next to the coal fire which always blazed in the hearth of our tiny living room in winter. He would read the local newspaper from cover to cover, listen to the news on the wireless, then reach for his big, black, gilt-edged, leather-bound Bible. I would watch him out of the corner of my eye. I loved the smell of that leather and the rustle of the India paper and the shimmer of the gold pages. And I loved the look on my father’s face as he read this treasured book. Reading it seemed to bring him contentment and joy even when times were hard, like when he was made redundant. When he had finished reading the Bible and the notes, I knew what he would do next. He would hand the Bible to my mother who sat in the armchair at the other side of the fire. While she flicked through the pages, he would close his eyes, bow his head and bury his apple-red face in one hand. And often I would contemplate his wavy, auburn hair and sit very still while I watched his thin lips move. Even when I was very young, I understood that at such moments I was not to interrupt. But when he lifted his head again, I would sometimes climb on his knee, snuggle into his arms and play with his floppy ear-lobes before giving him a smacking kiss on the cheek nearest the fire: the cheek which would be warm.


Our terraced house boasted only two bedrooms. My brothers shared one and I slept on a child-size bed in the corner of the other, sharing it with my parents. Often, I would still be awake when my parents came to bed and I would watch as my mother folded back the flamingo-pink satin bedspread before kneeling with my father on the cold, pink lino beside their bed. My father would frequently linger in this attitude of prayer and again, I would study his prayerful form and watch the silent movement of his lips.


Children are great imitators of people they love. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that I cannot remember a time when prayer did not feature in my life.


Among my earliest memories is a picture of myself kneeling by my bed in prayer and the recollection of a regular routine. I would lie in bed with the light on and sing at the top of my voice until someone came to tell me to stop. My favourite song was one my father taught me and which we used to sing in Sunday school:




It is a thing most wonderful


Almost too wonderful to be


That God’s own Son should come from heaven


And die to save a child like me.


I sometimes think about the cross


And shut my eyes and try to see


The cruel nails and crown of thorns


And Jesus crucified for me.





And I would close my eyes, visualise Jesus hanging on the cross, and my heart would be strangely warmed. God’s love for me caused a stirring in my heart. Even at a tender age I wanted to respond by giving him the love that welled up inside me as I thought of him hanging on the tree for me.


By the time I reached my teens, a personal pattern of prayer was well established. Every evening, like my father, I would read the Bible, study the passage with the aid of Scripture Union notes and kneel beside my bed to pray. The deepest desire of my heart was to live life God’s way. But what was God’s way?


I remember puzzling over this when I fell in love for the first time. I was fourteen and my hero was an athletic fifteen-year-old. He would meet me from school and we would cycle home together and kiss and cuddle in the park near my home. No one ever talked to me about the ecstasy of falling in love. No one ever explained to me how a Christian should behave with members of the opposite sex, so even though I enjoyed the kissing and the cuddling, at the same time I was anxious. The only person I talked to about the situation was God. He had my complete confidence. At night I would kneel by my bed and tell him everything. And I would ask him a whole string of questions: Is it right to feel this way about a boy? Is it wrong to do these things in the park? Is this partner the one you want me to marry? My heart was full of trust and sincerity as I unburdened myself. The problem was that no answer came. I would rise from my knees as perplexed as before.


The same ceiling of silence met me when another boyfriend asked me to marry him. I was eighteen at the time and working hard at my ‘A’ levels. I remember being flattered and confused, stunned and excited all at the same time. Unable to talk to my parents about such things, I knelt in my usual spot that night – on the rug beside my bed – and begged God to show me what I should say to this infatuated young man. No audible answer came. Only silence.


Throughout my student days, the love of God drew me irresistibly. Prayer intrigued me, attracted me, and occupied several hours of my time each week. As a theology student I was obliged to study Church history. I envied the early monks and hermits I read about who had devoted their entire life to prayer. But I never discovered the secret of how to hear God. Neither did I meet anyone else who had learned this art. Prayer, for me, was like a telephone conversation where one person did all the talking. I was that person. I seem to remember being taught that prayer was the way man communicated with God. Bible reading was the way God chose to speak to man.


Whether I was actually taught that or not, this was what I believed and each day I would make time both to talk to God and to try to listen to him by reading the Bible. One of my tutors in the Theology Department discovered this personal pattern of prayer. It earned me and others like me the label ‘God-botherers’. But we didn’t mind. Prayer mattered.


From our honeymoon on, my husband and I prayed together as well as apart. In prayer, we would chatter away to God. When we needed an answer to an urgent question we would hope that a verse from the Bible would leap out from the page and point us in the right direction, or that circumstances and the advice of friends would coincide and that in this way God would make his will clear.


When our son was born, we taught him to pray. When our daughter arrived, we prayed over her and with her and for her. While I breast-fed her in the early hours of the morning, I would enjoy the stillness and pray. Prayer was one of the pivotal experiences of our family life. Yet prayer somehow created a hunger. It was as though a whole piece of the jig-saw was missing.


Listening to God


When our son was eleven years old, my husband accepted a job in Nottingham. He was to pastor a church in the centre of the city. Our new home would border the city’s busy inner by-pass at the front and Woolworth’s at the back. ‘It’s ideally situated for lunch-time meetings for businessmen,’ we decided before we even settled in.


Every Wednesday lunch-time, a handful of businessmen would meet in our lounge, drink soup, eat sandwiches, listen to a talk and pray. One of the most regular attenders was a retired member of our own congregation: Tom. From time to time, members of the group would lead the meeting for themselves rather than invite an outside speaker to address them. Whenever Tom’s turn came round he would speak about a dimension of prayer he called ‘listening to God’. He would insist that when a person listens to God, God speaks, and when a man obeys, God works.


Tom once described how this process of listening to God had turned his marriage inside out. While listening to God on one occasion, he sensed that God was urging him to ask his wife’s forgiveness for the way he had failed in the past. That night, he made his confession and suggested that he and his wife should be quiet together. The result of this act of obedience was that his wife rededicated her life to Christ.


From that time on, Tom and his wife set the alarm for 6 a.m. every morning so that they could enjoy a time of quiet together. They would read the Bible, pray and listen for God’s still, small voice. Whenever they sensed God was speaking to them, they would write down the instructions or challenges or directions they received. They determined to obey to the best of their ability. Because of this rekindling of spiritual awareness, life opened up for them in a new way. The life and standards of Jesus became the pattern on which they cut their lives. Their love for one another deepened, their marriage was enriched, and the new quality of their lives touched their many friends and acquaintances.


Tom also described how during his times of attentive listening to God, creativity flowed and plans were hatched. On one occasion, he came to God burdened about the strike action which was paralysing the printing firm of which he was a director. God seemed to implant in his mind, not only a method to end the strike, but ideas which, when implemented, created a new spirit in the firm. On another occasion God seemed to place a burden on his heart for a Marxist friend of his. During his early morning period of quiet, ideas flowed which, when put into practice, resulted in this man’s conversion to Christ.


Tom’s testimony both fascinated and frightened me. I admired Tom. Kindness overflowed from him and his wife to my family and me. His genuineness, honesty and transparency could not be denied. But although I detected a fluttering of desire in the pit of my stomach whenever he described his experience of detecting God’s still, small voice, a certain memory filled me with dread and blocked the path of progress for me. Indeed, I shuddered as I recalled the tragedy of Jim, a friend of ours, who mistook wishful thinking for God’s whisper.


Jim had been an undergraduate with my husband and me. We knew him well. Just after our wedding, he wrote to us to tell us that God had told him to marry a mutual friend of ours, another fellow undergraduate, Jenny. ‘But that’s stupid,’ I protested when I read the letter. ‘Jenny’s engaged to Geoff. They’re getting married in three months’ time.’ We resisted responding to Jim’s letter. Jenny married Geoff. Several months later, another letter arrived from Jim insisting that God had told him to marry Jenny. This time, David, my husband, wrote to Jim to break the news. Jenny was married.


Undaunted, Jim jumped on the next train and came to our home protesting that Jenny had made a mistake. Indeed, at first he refused to believe that Jenny was married. Only after inspecting the marriage register in the church where the wedding had taken place was he convinced that Jenny was now committed to Geoff ‘for better, for worse’.


Jim’s reaction strained our own relationship with him and brought considerable distress to the newly-weds, Jenny and Geoff. The recollection of this distressing incident caused me to question whether Tom’s apparent hot-line to God was authentic. I could tell that it was important to him, but I was not convinced that the Bible encouraged us to listen to God in this way and so, somewhat reluctantly, I dismissed his prayer recipe, and was even slightly suspicious of it.


God has his own way of breaking through our personal prejudices. Francis Thompson’s poem, The Hound of Heaven, a favourite poem of mine, reminds us of this glad fact:




I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;


I fled Him, down the arches of the years;


I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways of my own mind, and in the mist of tears


I hid from Him …


From those strong Feet that followed, followed after.1





I was not aware when I discounted Tom’s experience of listening to God that I, too, was a would-be escapee. But it seems that that is how God saw me. And, as always, the hound of heaven pursued gently, sensitively, persistently. Once again, he conquered. But this time, I became his willing victim.




2


Tuning in to God


By this time the city centre church where we were working and worshipping was humming with new life. One reason for this was the influx of students who worshipped with us on Sundays. They came from Nottingham University and the polytechnic. In the autumn of 1976, two years after our arrival in Nottingham, the chaplain of the poly invited us to attend a weekend conference which he was organising for some of his students and to speak to them on the subject of prayer. ‘We’ll be holding the conference at Mount St Bernard Abbey,’ he explained. ‘It’s a Roman Catholic monastery about forty minutes’ drive from Nottingham.’


David and I each prepared our talks and duly arrived at the monastery. I had never darkened the doors of a monastery before, but as we entered the tree-lined drive, I remember smiling at our arrogance. ‘Why on earth have we come to do the speaking?’ I asked David. ‘These monks have given their lives over to the work of prayer. Surely they know more about it than we do?’


I was to speak first. A white-robed, bald-headed monk sat at the back of the meeting and from time to time I wondered what his evaluation of my lecture would be. When the students broke up into small discussion groups, therefore, I engineered the grouping to ensure that I sat in the same group as this expert on prayer. I was eager to hear what he would say.


The aim of the discussion was to encourage each person to explain to the others the methods of prayer which had proved beneficial to them. The monk listened, nodding and smiling from time to time, but not speaking. Towards the end of the discussion we invited him to divulge the secret of his prayer life. His reply was to haunt me for weeks. ‘Oh,’ he replied, his eyes twinkling merrily as he spoke, ‘I find that a rather difficult assignment. You see, most of my praying these days is done in silence.’ I failed utterly to understand how someone could spend most of their life in prayer and yet by-pass words. The mystery of this statement bothered me every time I thought about it in the weeks that lay ahead.


The monk befriended my husband and me that day and planted a suggestion in our minds.


‘Why don’t you come here and make a retreat on your own one day?’ The very phraseology, ‘make a retreat’, sounded suspiciously Catholic to our Protestant ears, but something about this prayer sanctuary had hooked us. Early in December, we arrived to make our first retreat.


I shall never forget that first sip of real stillness. The retreat demanded nothing of us except simply to be in the presence of God. Coming, as we had, straight from the activism of parish life in a busy city-centre church, this absence of the driving need to achieve was therapy in itself. The monastery, with its prayer-saturated walls and fabric, its quiet rhythm and its God-centredness, seemed to us a welcome oasis. We were being nourished, renewed and refreshed. We each rejoiced to watch the other relax in the warmth of the felt love of Christ, a phenomenon which seemed rare at home.


From time to time during our forty-eight-hour retreat, the monk met us and explained some of the mysteries of his experience of prayer. He also lent us a book which was to change my life. As I read John Powell’s He Touched Me, I was deeply moved. Here was a man who understood my quest, who voiced my struggles, and who was unafraid to expose his personal vulnerability by expressing how he had stumbled across answers to the kind of questions I had been asking.




How does God communicate himself to me? How does he disclose who he is after I have revealed myself to him? Do I have to wait hours, days, weeks or even years to see what God will do with and about my open-ness to him? Or is there a more immediate and direct response? … Can God put a new idea directly and immediately into my mind? Can he give me a new perspective in which to view my life with its successes and failures, agonies and ecstasies? Can God put new desires into my heart, new strength into my will? Can he touch and calm my turbulent emotions? Can he actually whisper words to the listening ears of my soul through the inner faculty of my imagination? Can God stimulate certain memories stored within the human brain at the time these memories are needed?1





I had never had the courage to voice questions like these even though they had burned in my heart every time Tom talked to me about listening to God. With eagerness, I read on. John Powell’s conclusion filled me with child-like excitements:




Of course I feel sure that God can and does teach us in these ways. I think of the whole Bible as simply a written record of such religious experience, of God invading human history and human lives, of God speaking to men. I also believe that this God is available and anxious to speak to you and me. Yes, just as anxious as he was to speak to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Isaiah and Jeremiah.2





‘But would he come to me?’ This question penned by John Powell also found an echo in my own heart. His testimony left me with an insatiable thirst:




The Lord … puts his ideas into my mind, and especially his perspectives. He widens my vision, helps me to see what is really important in life, and to distinguish the really important from the unimportant … He comes to me, in the listening, receptive moments of prayer, and he transfuses his power into me.3





This man had an experience of prayer which was like a foreign language to me. I determined to learn that language. I wanted what he had found and I was prepared to make sacrifices for this pearl of great price.


The finger of God


Just as the father detected the early stirrings in the heart of the prodigal son, it seems that God’s all-seeing eye took note of my fresh longings for him. He made an entry into my life in a dramatic, gentle and sensitive way.


For eight years I had fought against the charismatic movement. Its extremes and eccentricities disturbed and alarmed me and I determined to steer clear of what seemed to me mere emotionalism. But two weeks after this retreat at Mount St Bernard Abbey, a trusted friend telephoned late one night to tell me that he had been filled with the Spirit and he thought he had been speaking in tongues. I was angry. I remember the shudder which shook my body as I noted the excitement in his voice. I recall my response: ‘Oh dear! Perhaps we should talk about this after the meeting tomorrow night.’ I did not give voice to my determination to knock this nonsense out of his head, neither did I react verbally to his parting comment: ‘Joyce, I think there’s something in this for you.’ But I dreaded our encounter and hoped it would not mark the end of a happy friendship.


After the meeting that Monday night, this member of our congregation and I talked long and late. I knew him well and I could not deny that God had touched him. It would be useless, I knew, to talk him out of a religious experience which had so clearly revitalised his love for God, renewed his thirst for Bible reading and empowered his prayer life. It was that night, as we prayed, that the hound of heaven caught up with me. I could no longer fight off the new surge of life with which he filled me. I have no words to describe what happened. I simply remember that I tingled with joy. The next day I was buoyant with this joy. As I put it to my husband, ‘I suppose this is what it means to be filled with the Spirit of God.’ I no longer felt hungry in prayer. I could not stop myself praying. I prayed as I walked to the shops. I prayed as I met the children from school. I prayed when I went to bed and when I got up in the morning. But the nature of the prayer had changed. It ceased to be a string of requests, a tirade of questionings, beseechings and plaguings. Instead, the sense of the presence of God’s life within stunned me into silence. This awed silence gave birth to wordless praise, wordless adoration and wordless consecration of my life to him. Silence. Wordlessness. This was what the monk had been describing. A fresh touch from God. This was what John Powell had experienced.


The still, small voice


A dark-haired, brown-eyed school teacher we shall call Joan used to come to our home with a crowd of other young people most Sunday evenings at this stage of our church’s history. She was shy and though I made several attempts to befriend her, I never felt I met the real person behind the dark eyes. When the phone rang one morning and Joan’s voice cried out for help, I was surprised but pleased that she could trust me. Joan came round and explained that her mother had collapsed quite suddenly, that a diagnosis had been made and that she was suffering from a brain tumour which was thought to be incurable.


I felt helpless. After Joan left me, I asked God to heal this woman. Instead of promising to do that, I sensed that God was asking me to visit her in the nearby hospital. I am not claiming to have heard a voice. I did not. I am saying that an inner awareness which I shall refer to as a ‘voice’ spoke to me so clearly that I could not escape its implications. Indeed, it was so real that I argued with it. ‘But, Lord, I don’t even know her. What am I supposed to say?’


The voice simply replied, ‘You go and I’ll tell you what to say when you arrive.’ The realisation that God wanted me to visit this sick woman would not go away. So I went.


As I walked through the hospital gates, my eyes lighted on a statue in the niche of a wall. The sculptor had chiselled out a sensitive representation of a shepherd holding a helpless lamb. The voice spoke again. ‘Describe that statue to her.’ In my faithlessness, again I protested. ‘But, Lord, she’s not a Christian. She won’t understand what it means.’ The reply came back. ‘Never mind. Tell her.’


When eventually I found the patient, I talked to her about her illness, about her daughter, about the nurses. Just before I left, I described the statue I had seen. She listened, and seemed pleased that I had come, so I promised to return.


For several weeks, I visited this patient and a trusting friendship sprang up between us. Somehow I sensed that God was at work in her life. Even so, when she told me one afternoon that she was ready to die now that she knew the Good Shepherd for herself, I was stunned. She told me that she had thought a great deal about that statue and God had shown her himself through it. A few days later, she died.


This experience persuaded me that God can speak, that he does speak, and if we obey the inner prompting remarkable things can happen.


Another incident reinforced this realisation. A few weeks after Joan’s mother’s death, I received a phone call from a distressed clergy wife. She was dying of cancer and the treatment left her depressed and weak. I used to visit her from time to time until she was hospitalised. Then I wanted to avoid intruding on family visiting time, so I simply prayed for her at home.


One afternoon, I could not get this woman out of my mind. The voice I was learning to recognise as God’s pushed me into visiting her. As I sat by her bedside, holding her bony, parchment-yellow hand, the same voice whispered, ‘Remind her of the hymn, “Just as I am”.’ My reply shows how slow I was to learn to obey. ‘But, Lord, she’s from a high-church tradition. She won’t appreciate that hymn.’ The reply came. ‘Never mind. Quote it.’


As I started the first line, I hoped I would be able to remember the first verse. The whole hymn tumbled out of my lips:




Just as I am without one plea


But that Thy blood was shed for me


And that Thou bid’st me come to Thee


O Lamb of God, I come …


Just as I am, Thou wilt receive


Wilt welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve,


Because Thy promise I believe


O Lamb of God, I come.





When I had finished, her weak hand squeezed a thank you and, quietly, I left.


A few days later, she died. When I attended the funeral, I was startled to find that one of the hymns her husband had chosen was this same hymn, ‘Just as I am’. Later, he explained. ‘The words of that hymn brought her such consolation and peace even in the middle of all the suffering of the final pain-wracked hours on earth. She would often ask me to read it to her.’


Again, I was deeply touched. I could no longer deny that God speaks today.


In these action-packed weeks, I seemed to be discovering for myself that Tom’s claims were correct. The indwelling Spirit of God does speak today and he wants us to listen. What is more he wants us to act as well as hear. This discovery swung open a door into a whole new spiritual realm for me. Like Lucy in C. S. Lewis’s book, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, I found myself in a world which was connected with our own but which was mysteriously other. Like Lucy, I was filled with wonder, awe, and spine-tingling excitement. I identified with the mixture of emotions C. S. Lewis describes when God surprised him by joy:




I was overwhelmed … the long inhibition was over, the dry desert lay behind, I was off once more into the land of longing … There was nothing whatever to do about it: no question of returning to the desert. I had simply been ordered – or, rather, compelled – to ‘take that look off my face.’ And never to resume it either.4
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A Taste of Silence


Whenever I could I would go to Mount St Bernard Abbey to pray. Sometimes all I could spare would be a few hours. Sometimes I managed to stay for a whole day. Very occasionally I would make a retreat of thirty-six hours.


What was it that drew me? A recent visit helped me to pinpoint the power of the place. I had driven through hazardous conditions to reach the abbey, along snowpacked lanes, through a blinding blizzard; on the way my car had skidded and in doing so had collided with another, bigger car. Even so, when eventually I had parked outside the abbey guest house, picked my way through ankle-deep snow-drifts and lifted the latch of the oak chapel door, I became aware of a peace invading my spirit.
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