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Joyce Huggett: Listening to God

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.

Karl Barth, the great Swiss theologian, says that prayer, at its simplest and most immediate, is just asking God for help. This is what a child does when she prays for a bike, or what we all do when things are tough: ‘Lord, help!’ But it becomes less and less fulfilling merely throwing shopping lists at the sky. Gradually we discover that while prayer at its simplest may be asking, at its best it is conversation and at its deepest is communion: a place of encounter beyond words in which God’s presence is enough.

Having walked this journey before us, Joyce Huggett leads us deeper, like a seasoned guide, showing us how to enjoy God in ways we may never have imagined and reassuring us that this is the reality of relationship for which we have in fact been designed.

Pete Greig, co-founder 24-7 Prayer, pastor Emmaus Rd, Vice-President TearFund
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In memory of Tom, who first taught me to listen to God.
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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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