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The Rev. Brian Mountford asked me to speak about my faith and how it has

influenced my approach to becoming an MP.

It is a privilege to be asked to speak this morning.
It is also — to be frank — somewhat daunting.

| want to begin by stating very clearly that | approach this task with a large dose of
humility. | have had no training in theology. | have the usual endowment of human
shortcomings and failings. So | am sharing as a fellow-traveller in a journey of faith —
and in no sense in the belief that my ruminations are any more valid than any of

yours.

That said, | suspect Brian asked me as he was curious — and thought you might also

be curious — to know how my faith has affected my work as a politician.

| am going to try to tackle that in three parts. First, | will explain how my first church
experiences have shaped me. Second, | will describe how challenges shook my faith
and how | responded. Lastly, | will provide a few thoughts on how my journey in faith

impacts on my role as a politician.

St Andrew’s and St George’s Church stands proudly at the east end of George Street
in Edinburgh. It is a fine example of Georgian architecture. My experience of worship
began on the steps of its pulpit. It was there, as a toddler, with my best friend,

Shona, that | would play and climb, often during church services — no doubt to the
annoyance of the preacher.

More than four decades later, | am still a member of that church — although | rarely
have the chance to worship there. | realise now much more clearly than | could as a
child and young person how distinct the traditions of that congregation are, and how

much they shaped my approach to faith — and public life.



Two features above all are worth highlighting. First, in the tradition of that church,
worship was heavily focused on the preaching of the gospel. Unlike the familiar
liturgy that we follow each week in our communion service here, the weekly service
in a Church of Scotland church has no communion and only limited fixed liturgy. The
sermon has an elevated role and significance as a result. And our church had a long

and fine tradition of ministers who gave very good sermons.

For most of my childhood, the minister was Andrew McLellan, who was a wonderful
preacher. He had a fantastic gift for language and drama and each sermon was an
event. The content was more often than not about social justice. We would
commonly be challenged as to whether our lives reflected the gospel of Christ and
whether there was more we could do to help others or to advocate and act for social

change.

Second, the presbyterian church has no bishops or appointed leaders. The
teachings of Calvin and Knox eschewed the succession of bishops. Instead, each
church is independent and led by a kirk session of members, usually elected by the
congregation. This approach continues up to the General Assembly, the governing
body of the church. The Moderator — or chairperson — of the General Assembly is

treated as the leader of the Church but holds that position for only one year.

In 1994, | participated in a Youth Assembly prior to that year’s General Assembly.
The 120 or so young people from across Scotland were asked to discuss some of
the topics which would feature on the agenda of the main event. Far and away the
most controversial was a report on human sexuality, which considered the

appropriate attitude of the Church towards gay men and women.

With all the precocity of a sixteen year-old, | was very clear on my view. | saw no
reason why there should be discrimination against my gay friends who — as far as |
was concerned — were just as likely to be made in God’s image as me or any of my
straight friends. | did my research and argued trenchantly against the literal
interpretations of scripture by those who took a more conservative view. We won by
a single vote, and our debate and its outcome was widely reported and discussed in

that year’s General Assembly.

Looking back now, | take two things from that experience. First, that the church

environment which shaped me was one that valued both debate and action. Second,



that — for all the acknowledgement of human frailty that is core to the Calvinist
tradition — there was a positive optimism, a belief that — with Christ’'s example —

humankind should see progress from generation to generation.

The confidence and certainty of my youth was shaken by two deaths, sixteen months
apart. On 17 July 2002, my father, David, died of lung cancer. He was 65. | cannot
really talk about my faith without talking about my dad. He had a very deep belief in
God which shaped him. At the age of 52, he returned to university to train as a
minister and, after that was complete, served as an associate minister in two

Edinburgh parish churches and as a prison chaplain.

His cancer diagnosis came very late so we had about seven weeks from that
moment until his death. It was a special, if poignant, time. The sheer depth of his
faith had a very deep impact on me. For him, it was a given that there was a heaven
and that he would go there when he died. | pushed him on this, and asked him how
he could be so sure. He spoke about the beauty of the world, of God’s creation — and
in particular the Cairngorm mountains where he had grown up — and asked “how

could those have come about without a creator God?”.

On 17 November 2003, there was a knock on the door of our house in Oxford. It was
four o’clock in the morning. The police officer told us that there had been an accident
and could we please come with him to the John Radcliffe Hospital. We got there just
in time to be with Sophie’s sister, Emily, as she passed away. She had been hit by a
police patrol car travelling around 60 miles per hour on the Cowley Road and never

regained consciousness. She was 22.

The more life | experience, the more | understand how cruel it can be and the more |
realise that there is no fairness to how suffering is handed out. Many of you will have
dealt with great loss or harsh disappointment in your lives. So the experience of my

family is not unique. Nevertheless, each of you who have dealt with deep grief, know

how profoundly it can change the way you see the world.

In my case, | was angry with God for a long time. | realised that | had absorbed a
good deal of scripture and preaching that had talked about a just God. Yet my
experience was that there was no justice in what had happened.



Over time, my anger dimmed. A small book played a significant role in that. “When
Bad Things Happen to Good People” is the meditation of the Jewish Rabbi, Harold
Kushner, on the injustice of suffering. He wrote it because his soon, Aaron, died

prematurely from the illness progeria.

In short, drawing on the lamentations of Job, Kushner debunks the idea that God can
be omnipotent. For if God were, then God would have to be callous to let such
terrible things happen in the world. Instead, he argues God is omniscient and that
this knowledge is what means that God suffers with us. Thought of in this way, rather
than being angry with God for letting bad things happen, we can instead be grateful

that God is there to suffer with us.

The invitation to speak today has prompted me to think what my faith has contributed
to my decision to enter politics. | think | can summarise it in three words: community;

service; humility.

For me, church has always been about community. At a deep level, | can step
through the door of any church, in any country, of any denomination, and feel that |
belong. Part of that may be spiritual but the largest part is the knowledge that
churches are communities. Places where the most important rites in our lives are
observed. Places where we come together to share joy and sorrow. Places where
we agree to work together to make things better for individuals or for our village, area

or nation.

My faith is not as strong as my father’s. | do not have the same unshakeable belief in
some of the core elements of the creed. Indeed, | often find myself struggling to
shake off a scepticism about those elements. Yet the one element of Christian faith |
have always found compelling is the example of Christ. What an extraordinary life He
led. What astonishing sacrifices He made for others. What clarity of thought and
purpose He showed. Above all, what a model of service to others He gave us. Much

of my own worship is a meditation on that example.

When | worship and — especially — when | pray, | experience two contradictory
emotions. | am overwhelmed by the magnitude of what we pray for. Yet | am

comforted by the sense that | am giving up to God my failings, my fears and my



hopes. The thing that unites these two emotions is humility: | am in awe of the scale
of all that needs to be put right; and | am grateful that, through prayer, | can set

myself apart from any false expectation that | could possibly do that alone.

One of the quirks of the House of Commons is that praying gets you the best seats
in the House. With 650 MPs and space for about 450 in the chamber, an MP can
secure their seat by placing a small green prayer card on it and then attending the
Anglican prayers which start each parliamentary day. If you turn up, the seat is yours
for the day. As hundreds of MPs — of all denominations — join in the Lords Prayer and
the Grace, it is a moment for quiet reflection and setting oneself aside from the noise

and contestation that will colour the rest of the day.

| realise that | have not peppered my talk with anecdotes about life in Parliament. |
have not even given some good examples of when Christian principles collide with

the pragmatism — some would say cynicism — of political life.

Yet | hope | have shared enough to give you a sense of how and why | got here as a

questioning Christian and a questionable politician.



