Eulogy for David Taylor MP

Heather Parish Church, January 9th 2010
Honourable, conscientious, committed, hard-working, principled.  The epithets repeat themselves in every conversation about David.  Yet eulogies for well-known personalities are not always straightforward.  There can be a danger of appearing to give an over-embellished account of a much loved life, which leaves out the faults and therefore the light and shade of a really human personality.

 

But today, it seems, there is no such risk.  For all of us here, and many others who cannot be here today have known David as an exceptional person who really did not make enemies, but rather won the respect, affection and loyalty of people from many different walks of life who knew him and regarded him as a friend.

 

Some of us here last saw David at a party in my house just two days before Christmas.  There were gathered many leaders of our local communities in Leicester and Leicestershire, Members of Parliament from both Houses, representatives of voluntary organisations, the churches and other faiths.  David was at home in this company and people felt at home with him.  His long personal history in Leicestershire meant that his networks were extensive and he shared stories with so many different people at many different levels.  To all of us, and to many others, as well as of course to his close family, his death just three days later came as a very great sadness and a shock.

 

Not so long ago when I was visiting this Benefice one Sunday morning David was, as usual, in his place in the church.  Following a brief conversation after the service, David excused himself.  “I must slip away” he said, “I’m taking the family out to lunch – it’s my Ruby Wedding Anniversary!”  That chance, almost throwaway remark, revealed so much about David.  On that Sunday morning he was expressing his commitment both to his family and to his church.  He was unostentatious, unflamboyant and unselfconscious in quietly engaging in those relationships and those commitments which gave his life meaning, purpose and their truest character.  And that absence of ostentation, that quiet disinclination to draw attention to himself reflects the measure of the man.  His was a truly rooted life, rooted in this locality, this church and this community.  Rooted in clear values and principles, to which he unswervingly adhered during his life and public service.  And rooted also in an aversion to some of the more self-seeking temptations of public life – David we might say was an antidote to spin and a remedy for the celebrity culture.  Not for nothing did the Guardian obituary quote his marvellous self-description as a “traditional mushy peas rather than an avocado Labourite”.

 

And as so many of the obituaries have pointed out here was a public servant whose concerns and causes put him constantly on the side of the most vulnerable, and whose commitments were not just to policies but to people.  His constituents have known for the last twelve years that they had an MP who would spare no effort to serve their needs and whose capacity for hard work was exceptional.  It was because of his commitment to this part of the County of Leicestershire, that he understood the need for the regeneration of the former mining communities and committed so passionately to the development of the National Forest amongst other causes.  In Parliament he was a conscientious attender, a committed asker of questions, an MP who occupied an outstanding place in the league table of “best value for money MPs” and, perhaps most significant of all recognised by the whole House as backbencher of the year in 2007.

 

Many of you here will know better than me the contributions he made in Parliament, especially to those causes about which he felt most deeply – primary health care for cancer patients, protection of the environment, the sensitive conduct of foreign affairs taking account of their effect on social cohesion at home.

 

Around the constituency, and indeed much of the County, David was a familiar figure in our churches.  Routinely he would attend the institution of any new parish priest on his patch, but also civic services especially the annual service for the Chair of the County Council.  He took a keen interest in ecclesiastical affairs, as a member of the Ecclesiastical Committee of Parliament and participated enthusiastically in a recent meeting in the House of Lords to discuss the implications of the ordination of women as Bishops.  Gatherings for Parliamentarians at Lambeth Palace also gave him an opportunity to get to know the Church’s leadership and I know that the Archbishop of Canterbury has written to the family in appreciation of his life and public service.

 

David’s death, walking with his family on Boxing Day, will have come as a grief too deep for me to express to Pam and the children.  In the Church’s calendar Boxing Day is the Feast of St Stephen – the day in which the familiar carol Good King Wenceslas commemorates.  The Good King is out walking in the snow with his faithful servant.  His task is to seek out the poor, the cold and the hungry and to take them food and fuel.  The words of the carol end “He who now would bless the poor, shall himself find blessing”.  David blessed us, with his commitment and his attachment to the causes which served the needs of others.  And today we commend him to the care of Almighty God confident that he himself will find the blessing that his life conferred on others.  May he rest in peace and rise in glory.
