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Foreword


As we look around at the state of the church, the figures of declining congregations, the crumbling buildings, the general sense of failure that haunts so much of the body of Jesus Christ today, there is a temptation for many of us involved in Christian ministry to feel discouraged. St Paul faced the same situation, yet he was able to say, ‘Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we do not lose heart’ (2 Corinthians 4:1).


It isn’t that people are not interested in spirituality – interest in the occult, religious experiences, spiritism and other related forms of alternative searches is as great today as ever it was – but the universal spiritual hunger, that need to fill the God-shaped hole, has not been met by those things. Our experience at Holy Trinity Brompton (HTB) has been that people are now showing a new interest in the claims of Jesus Christ and the Christian faith. As our society moves into a post-Christian era many who are ignorant of the basic truth claims of Christianity are wanting to find out more about Jesus of Nazareth, especially if they can be sure of an atmosphere of acceptance, without feeling threatened, judged or made to look foolish. I think that is one of the reasons why Alpha has proved to be such a success. The issues are clearly put forward and the claims of Christ examined, all in the company of other searchers and in an atmosphere of love and acceptance.


Nicky Gumbel inherited Alpha in 1990 and since then, by taking account of literally thousands of questionnaires, has adapted and improved the course so it is truly moulded to the perceived and experienced needs of those who attend. Without taking anything for granted, stripping the gospel down to its bare essentials, he has made Christianity accessible to this generation.


But it is not simply hard work that has brought about the growth of Alpha. The touch of the Holy Spirit has brought the course to life from beginning to end. Hunger is created, in the hearts of those who are taking part, for the reality of God.


The Spirit alone can satisfy them. By revealing the reality of the power of Jesus Christ to forgive, to release, empower and equip, new life begins for so many who are in need of God.


At this time, there are tens of thousands of Alphas running throughout this country and in other parts of the world. They range from small groups of five people to larger courses like the one that is running here at HTB Brompton Road at the moment, with over 800 people attending. Alpha is now running in 169 countries worldwide with over 29 million people having completed the course.


I know that you will enjoy this book. I am confident too that by God’s grace you will find many people coming into the kingdom as a result of putting into practice the principles here.


Sandy Millar


Hon. Assistant Anglican Bishop Emertius in the Diocese of London




Preface


Millions of people around the world are now taking part in Alpha – a ten-week practical introduction to the Christian faith, designed primarily for non-churchgoers and those who have recently become Christians. In May 1993 we hosted the first Alpha conference at HTB Brompton Road, London, for church leaders who wanted to run such courses. Over a thousand people came, and hundreds of Alpha courses began all over the UK as a result. Since then we have held both regional conferences and international conferences. The number of Alphas in operation continues to grow daily. Having surveyed thousands of churches who are running Alpha, we have discovered that those who have attended an Alpha conference (tend to) experience a far greater degree of success on their courses. In the light of this, we strongly recommend that churches bring a leadership team to one of the numerous conferences or training events that are held throughout the world. A list of these can be obtained from Holy Trinity Brompton (see p. 241 for contact details).


This book is intended primarily to be a resource for churches who wish to run Alpha, although many of the principles of evangelism will have a wider application.


Alpha has evolved from what was essentially a basic introduction for new Christians to something that is aimed primarily at those outside the church. It was started at Holy Trinity Brompton in 1977 by Anglican clergyman Charles Marnham as a four-week course for new Christians. John Irvine took it over in 1981; he lengthened it to ten weeks and added a weekend for teaching on the person and work of the Holy Spirit. When Nicky Lee took the course on in 1985, there were about thirty-five people on each course and under his leadership that grew to well over a hundred. I was asked to take Alpha on in 1990 and saw the potential for the course to be run for people outside the church, who did not call themselves Christians. Since then it has grown again to over 800 guests on each course (three a year). It seems sensible to pass on some of the things we have learned over the years.


In addition to the theological principles and the practical details of how courses are run, each alternate chapter features a testimony of someone whose life has been changed by God through Alpha. Each person writes in their own individual style, having recorded their experiences while the events were still fresh in their memory. Nigel Skelsey’s story is taken from a letter he wrote days after his conversion to Christ. The others are based on interviews given to Mark Elsdon-Dew and originally published in Alpha News, of which he was the editor. He has kindly allowed me to include this material in the book.


Most of my experience has been with the evening Alpha at HTB. In Appendix C I have included an account by Pippa Gumbel of her experience of running a daytime Alpha.


I would like to express my thanks to Jon Soper, who has acted as a researcher for this and all the other Alpha resource books. I am so grateful for his thoroughness, speed and efficiency as well as his very perceptive comments and suggestions.


I am grateful to all the people who have read the manuscripts and offered their valuable insights and criticisms. I want to thank especially Jo Glen, Patricia Hall, Helena Hird, Simon Levell, Ken Costa, Tamsen Carter, the Revd Alex Welby, Judy Cahusac, Nicola Hinson, Chris Russell and Simon Downham.


Finally, a big thank you to Philippa Pearson Miles for her appendix on Administration and for typing the manuscript and organising the project with her extraordinary combination of speed and enthusiasm, together with calmness and patience.


Nicky Gumbel
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Principles


I am not a natural evangelist. I have never found it easy to tell others about Jesus Christ. Some people are completely natural evangelists; they find it the easiest thing in the world. I heard about one man who seizes every opportunity to talk to people about Jesus. If he is standing at a bus stop and the bus is late, he turns that situation into a conversation about the second coming! I have another friend who is a tremendously confident evangelist and speaks about Jesus wherever he goes. On a train he will speak to the person opposite about Jesus. If he’s walking along the street, he will turn to someone and get into conversation with them about Jesus. On one occasion when he and his family went to a Happy Eater (a popular restaurant chain at that time), he banged the table and called for silence in the restaurant. He then stood up and preached the gospel for five minutes. He says that at the end people came up to him and said, ‘Thank you very much, that was very helpful.’ I would never be able to do that.


I became a Christian on 16 February 1974. I was so excited about what had happened that I longed to tell everybody about Jesus. After I had been a Christian for only a few days I went to a party, determined to tell everyone. I saw a friend dancing and decided the first step was to make her realise her need. So I went up to her and said, ‘You look awful. You really need Jesus.’ She thought I had gone mad. It was not the most effective way of telling someone the good news. (However, she did later become a Christian, quite independently of me, and she is now my wife!)


If we charge around like a bull in a china shop, sooner or later we will get hurt. Even if we approach the subject sensitively, we may still get hurt. When we do, we tend to withdraw. Certainly this was my experience. After a few years, I moved from the danger of insensitivity and fell into the opposite danger of fear. There was a time (ironically when I was at theological college) when I became fearful to even say the word ‘Jesus’ to those who were not Christians. On one occasion, a group of us went from college to a parish mission on the outskirts of Liverpool, to tell people the good news. Each night we had dinner with different people from the parish. One night my friend called Rupert and I were sent to a couple who were on the fringe of the church (or to be more accurate, the wife was on the fringe and the husband was not a churchgoer). Halfway through the main course the husband asked me what we were doing up there. I stumbled, stammered, hesitated and prevaricated. He kept repeating the question. Eventually Rupert said straight out, ‘We have come here to tell people about Jesus.’ I felt deeply embarrassed and hoped the ground would swallow us up! I realised how frozen with fear I had become and that I was afraid even to take the name of Jesus on my lips.


Ever since then I’ve been looking for ways in which ordinary people like me, who aren’t naturally gifted evangelists, can communicate their faith with friends, family and colleagues without feeling fearful or risking insensitivity. That is why I was so excited to discover Alpha. One simple definition of Alpha is that it is ‘evangelism for ordinary people’.


During the 1990s, the number of people attending church on an average Sunday in Britain dropped by one million, according to a survey carried out by Christian Research. By 2002, figures from the Church of England’s electoral rolls showed that membership had fallen by 12 per cent in a single year.1 Despite this overall decrease, attendance among children and young people under sixteen increased by 1 per cent during the same period.2 The British Social Attitudes of 2010 suggests that over 62 per cent of the population never attend any form of church service. A recent article in The Guardian newspaper stated that ‘In the 2011 census, 59% of the population defined themselves as Christian, down from 72% in 2001. One in four people said they had no religion, up from 15% in 2001’ and in 2016 the ‘number of people attending Church of England services each week has for the first time dropped below 1 million – accounting for less than 2% of the population.3 The vast majority of the population of the United Kingdom do not attend church, and of those who do, many only go at Christmas or Easter. Following in the wake of the decline in Christian belief, there has been a decline in the moral climate. The fabric of our society is unravelling. Every day in Britain at least 330 couples are divorced, twenty babies are born to teenage mothers under the age of sixteen and 518 babies are aborted. If the divorce rate is falling, this is only because fewer people are getting married, and half of all couples divorcing have at least one child under the age of sixteen. In addition, at least one new crime is committed every six seconds and a violent attack takes place every nine minutes. In the late 1990s, while there were 30,000 Christian clergy of all types, there were more than 80,000 registered witches and fortune tellers.4


But at the same time, shoots of new life are springing up all over the place. New churches are being planted and many established churches are seeing growth, sometimes slow and sometimes quite dramatic. Many Christian initiatives that arose out of the renewal movement in the Decade of Evangelism continue to build and encourage the church. One of those new shoots is Alpha. All of us involved with it have sensed the extraordinary blessing of God upon it.


I realise that we need to be cautious about saying this is a work of God. I know the story of the man who came up to a preacher and said, ‘That was a great talk.’ The preacher rather piously replied, ‘It wasn’t me, it was the Lord,’ to which the man responded, ‘It wasn’t that good!’ In saying that we believe Alpha is a work of God, I am not for a moment suggesting that it is perfect. I’m sure that it is greatly marred by human error and frailty. There is much room for improvement and we try to listen carefully to constructive criticism. Nor do we believe that it is the only method of evangelism that God is blessing: far from it. Nevertheless, all the signs point to it being an extraordinary work of God and we are deeply grateful.


When Alpha first started growing I thought, ‘How could something that started in Central London work elsewhere?’ Alpha currently runs in more than 169 countries including: Zimbabwe, Kenya, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Germany, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, India, Korea, the United States, Canada and many others.


While at an Alpha conference in Zimbabwe, I discovered that Alpha was not only running among the English-speaking white Zimbabweans but also among the Shona-speaking people in their own language. Zimbabwe has a population of almost 14.1 million people: there are around 30,000 whites in Zimbabwe but over 9 million black Zimbabweans speak Shona. While I was at the conference I met a man called Edward Ngamuda. He had originally done Alpha in English but then thought that he would like to run the course in Shona. A couple, who had come to Christ on Alpha, owned a farm with 900 workers. They asked him to come and run the course for those who worked on their farm. Thirty people came on the first course and fifty came on the second. I asked him whether these people were Christians when they came on the course. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘we had a Muslim, a witchdoctor and a polygamist come.’ I asked how the polygamist happened to be there and was told that his first wife came on the first course, and that she had brought him and the other two wives on the next one! Edward assured me that Alpha worked better in Shona than it did in English. It was then that I began to realise that Alpha, which started in London, could operate in different countries and cultures. Why is this?


I believe it is because Alpha is based on six New Testament principles; in this first chapter, I want to look at each of these principles in turn.


Evangelism5 is most effective through the local church


I’m ashamed to say that when I used to think of evangelism, I only thought of two types. I thought of mass evangelism: Jesus spoke to crowds; Paul spoke to crowds – and that has a good history in the church. I also thought of personal evangelism: Philip with the Ethiopian and Jesus with the woman at the well. But what I had never noticed was that in the New Testament the dominant model is evangelisation through the local Christian community. Paul wrote to the Christians at Thessalonica and he said: ‘The Lord’s message rang out from you’ (1 Thessalonians 1:8) – that is, from the local Christian church.


John Stott, author of many books and former Rector Emeritus of All Souls, Langham Place, has described evangelism through the local church as ‘the most normal, natural and productive method of spreading the gospel today’.6 Similarly, in March 1998 at the US Bishops’ Ad Limina address, Pope John Paul II affirmed that the parish will necessarily be the centre of the new evangelisation. There are at least four reasons for this.


What you see is what you get


Missions and Billy Graham-style crusades clearly have been greatly used by God. They raise the profile of the church and are still an effective means of bringing people to Christ. In our church we often take teams on missions to universities and elsewhere and we appreciate the value and fruitfulness of this type of evangelism. But missions are more likely to bear lasting fruit if they are earthed in an ongoing programme of local church evangelism, because they then have the great advantage of continuity of relationships. Someone may respond at a crusade or mission and be referred to their local church. They may be disappointed to find the environment of the church radically different from the meeting that attracted them in the first place and so they subsequently stop attending. This is one of the reasons why the follow-up after big crusades is so hard. By contrast, if someone is introduced to Christianity at their local church, they become familiar with the place and the people, and are therefore much more likely to stay. We are finding on Alpha that belonging comes before believing for many people.


I used to think that people would come to faith and then join a local church – that believing would come first and then belonging. Those who come on Alpha don’t think they are joining the church; they are coming to explore the Christian faith. And at one level that is all Alpha is: it is an opportunity to explore the meaning of life. But then over the weeks they start to make friends with the other people in the group, and they start to look forward to seeing each other. In a recent small group, one person said, ‘Well, you know, my father is a Muslim. I don’t really know what I am.’ Another said, ‘Well, I haven’t been to church since I went to chapel at school.’ Another one said, ‘You know, I’ve never been to church. I was brought up as an atheist.’ At the end of the evening they all went off to have a drink together, because they had become friends. This way, when guests such as these come to faith they are already part of a Christian community – part of a local church. Without really noticing it, they have started by belonging and then, in many cases, they have come to believe. This is what makes it so much easier to integrate them into the church.


Incidentally, no one joins Alpha – Alpha does not have a single member. They join their local church. If a guest does Alpha in our parish, they join the parish church here. If they do it in a Catholic church in Latin America, they join the Catholic church in Latin America. If they do it in a church in China, they join the Chinese local church. This is one of the reasons why all these different parts of the church are happy to run the course: because they know that if they run it in the Coptic Orthodox Church, the guests will join the Coptic Orthodox Church. If they run it in the Baptist Church, they join the Baptist Church. So belonging comes before believing. What they see when they come is what they’re going to get.


It mobilises a whole army of evangelists


In every church there are people who have gifts that can be used in evangelism, but often their gifts are not utilised. For example, a Gallup survey discovered that only 10 per cent of American church members are active in any kind of personal ministry. However, an additional 40 per cent expressed an interest in having a ministry, but did not know how to start. This group is an untapped gold mine.


What we find on Alpha is that we are mobilising people who have the gift of evangelism. People come on the course as a guest and many of them (though not all) come to faith in Christ. We don’t allow these new Christians to come back and repeat Alpha, but they can come back as a helper as many times as they like. We generally don’t allow them to repeat the course because we don’t want Alpha full of people who have done the course over and over again. It would be very off-putting for new guests, apart from anything else, to do the introductions on the first night: ‘How do you come to be on Alpha?’ ‘Well, this is my fifth Alpha.’ We call those people Alphaholics. We try instead to involve them in a different ministry in the church.


What does work well is when they first come on Alpha as a guest, then they come back as a helper a few times. Then they might even eventually go on to host a small group or take that group on to form a new home group, or cell group, in the church.


Take, for example, Hailey, twenty-two years of age. She came on the course two years ago: not a churchgoer; not a Christian. She came to faith in Jesus Christ on the Alpha weekend and immediately started talking to some of her colleagues at work and they started asking her questions. She came to me on week 7 of the course and said, ‘Do you know, I don’t know the answer to any of their questions! They keep asking me, “What about other religions? What about suffering?”’ So I said, ‘Well, do you have a Christian friend that you could go to? Do you have anyone at work who is a Christian?’ She said, ‘No, I don’t think there are any other Christians at work.’ I said, ‘Well, do you have any Christian friends from university?’ She said, ‘No, I don’t think I met anyone at university who was a Christian.’ I said, ‘What about school – did you meet any Christians at school?’ She said, ‘No, I don’t think I met any Christians at school.’ I said, ‘Have you ever met a Christian before in your life?’ She said, ‘No, I don’t think I’ve ever met a Christian before in my life.’ This is England! But she came to faith, and so we asked her to come back and help on the next course. She was an excellent helper.


We find that people who did the previous Alpha are the best helpers because they’re a kind of bridge. When the guests come, they’re able to say to them, ‘Look, I was in your position three months ago. I understand totally how you feel.’ They speak their language and so they identify with them. On the following course Hailey hosted the small group. She had only been a Christian six months but she made an excellent small group host.


On every Alpha, approximately one-third of the people involved are hosts and helpers; all of them are doing evangelism. Tens of thousands of people are now involved. Steve Morgan, the Rural Dean of Merthyr Tydfil in South Wales, put it like this:




It has been the heart cry of past generations to put evangelism within the grasp of ordinary people who are terrified at the thought of evangelism. This has never happened before. We have here ‘a history-making-thing’. For generations, the only people who would touch evangelism were those with an outgoing personality. But now the shy little old lady can embrace evangelism for the first time. It has never been available for all types of personality before. Any church, at any time, with any group can run with this. We believe that the nation has been praying and calling out for this for generations.





It is friendship based


Alpha is a New Testament model of evangelism: Peter brought his brother Andrew; Philip brought his friend Nathaniel; the woman at the well went back and told everyone in her town; and Matthew the tax collector threw a party and invited all his work colleagues to meet Jesus. Pope Benedict XVI said, ‘Anyone who has discovered Christ must lead others to him. A great joy cannot be kept to oneself. It has to be passed on.’7


Alpha is a form of come and see evangelism. What happens is people come to Christ, they get excited about Jesus and they say to their friends, ‘Come and see!’ This is why Alpha works best with people outside the church. However, what we found as other churches started to run Alpha was that not all of them used it for people outside the church. Instead, they would start an Alpha for people who were members of the church and as a result they would have a big first Alpha course – perhaps fifty people on the first course. By the second course, they were running out of people in the church: down to twenty-five. Third course, they’d virtually run out of church members: down to five people. And they thought, ‘Alpha’s not working. The numbers are declining.’ What they hadn’t realised was that Alpha hadn’t started: all that had happened was it had been introduced to the church. There’s nothing wrong with that at all, but that’s not Alpha. Alpha is designed for people outside the church. Sadly, some churches have given up at that point. For other courses, out of those five people on the course there might have been one person – a fringe person – who came to faith in Jesus, was filled with the Spirit, got excited about Jesus and brought their friends on the next course. And some of them came to Christ and they brought their friends. As a result, the course is now growing. This is Alpha.


The pattern of Alpha is that people come to Christ and are filled with the Spirit. They then realise the wonder, the importance and the relevance of what God has done for them through Christ and they want to tell their friends, family and work colleagues. Most of these others probably do not go to church nor are they Christians. Some of these in turn come and try Alpha. Some of them come to Christ, and are filled with the Spirit. They too become excited about Jesus and tell their friends, family and colleagues. In this way we find that we are constantly breaking into new circles of unchurched people.


The more checkouts, the more customers


One big evangelistic crusade may bring great blessing but it is limited both in time and space. If every local church in the world was running an effective ongoing programme of local church evangelism and every month people were coming to Christ and bringing their friends and these friends then brought other friends – imagine how quickly the world would be reached for Christ!


Michael Green, Advisor in Evangelism to the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, summed up the need for this kind of evangelism in his book Evangelism Through the Local Church:




Whenever Christianity has been at its most healthy, evangelism has stemmed from the local church, and has had a noticeable impact on the surrounding area. I do not believe that the re-Christianisation of the West can take place without the renewal of local churches in this whole area of evangelism. We need a thoughtful, sustained, relevant presentation of the Christian faith, in word and in action, embodied in a warm, prayerful, lively local church which has a real concern for its community at all levels … Such evangelism, in and from the local church, is not only much needed but … eminently possible. I believe it to be the most natural, long-lasting and effective evangelism that is open to us. If local churches were engaging in loving, outgoing evangelism within their neighbourhoods, many of our evangelistic campaigns, missions and crusades would be rendered much less necessary.8





Evangelism is a process


Conversion may take place in a moment but it is part of a process. Jesus used the expression ‘born again’ (John 3:3) for the beginning of a spiritual life, and the New Testament speaks about becoming a child of God. While the birth of a child may be one event, there is a much longer process before and afterwards. The Bible uses many other images to represent spiritual growth: some are taken from agriculture, others from the ideas of building or journeying. All of these involve a process. That is why, in many ways, I prefer the word ‘evangelisation’ used mainly by Roman Catholics, as it seems to reflect the New Testament understanding of conversion as the start of the Christian life.


Alpha is a ten-week series of interactive sessions involving a total of fifteen talks, which include a weekend mid-way through the course. We do not expect people to respond to the gospel after the first week (although some do). We recognise that people need time to think, watch, listen and to talk through their questions and difficulties. Each person is beginning at a different stage.


Some are already Christians but will often say, in retrospect, that at the start of the course they were Christians ‘without any real experience of God’. Others are at the point of new birth when they begin Alpha. Some have already given their lives to Christ at a party at the end of the previous course, others at a guest service before the beginning of Alpha. Still others perhaps come to faith through the witness of their family or a friend. Many are still a long way off when they begin Alpha. Some are convinced atheists, some are ‘New Agers’, some are adherents to other religions or cults. Some are alcoholics, others are compulsive gamblers, many are living with partners they are not married to and some are in a homosexual lifestyle. We welcome them all. Some will complete the whole course and still not be Christians at the end; we hope they will be unable to say they have not heard the gospel. Others will give their lives to Christ at some stage on the course. For nearly all of them, Alpha will enable them to take a step forward in their relationship with God.


The fact that there is a process spread over fifteen sessions enables us to give longer to aspects of the Christian faith than one would be able to in one evangelistic talk. It is a process of understanding. For example, one time on week 1 of Alpha, I saw a man standing at the back of the room who looked very suspicious and worried. When I introduced myself he said, ‘I don’t want to be here, I’ve been dragged along.’ I said, ‘Great! Let me introduce you to eleven other people who don’t want to be here,’ and I took him to meet my small group. At the end of the evening I heard him chatting to someone else in the group.


‘Are you coming back next week?’


The other man replied, ‘Yes, I’ll be here.’


To which the first man said, ‘Well, if you’re coming back next week, I’ll come back next week.’


Six weeks later he said to me, ‘This course is like a jigsaw puzzle. Every time I come back another piece fits into place. And I’m beginning to get the picture.’


Furthermore, the fact that Alpha is a process enables trust to develop. One national survey in the US asked people to rank various professions for their honesty and integrity. TV evangelists came close to the very bottom, below lawyers, politicians, car salesmen, and prostitutes. Out of the seventy-three occupations compared in this survey, only two ended up lower on the scale: organised crime bosses and drug dealers. There is a great deal of cynicism, scepticism and distrust about the Christian church. I had no idea of the extent of this until I spoke to someone who said that for the first three weeks of Alpha he had not eaten the food in case it was drugged. That was an extreme case of distrust but many other people wonder if the church is after their money, their mind or something else. It can take a few weeks for a level of trust to build. As the guests get to know their small group hosts, they begin to see that they are not ‘after’ anything and they start to listen.


Evangelism involves the whole person


Evangelism involves an appeal to the whole person. Pope John Paul II, speaking to bishops from Japan, said that ‘evangelisation … must touch people’s minds and hearts, stir their consciences and engage all their energies’. Indeed, each talk on Alpha is designed to appeal to the mind, heart, conscience and will, although in some of the talks the emphasis will be on just one of those aspects.


We appeal to the mind because we believe that Christianity is based in history: on the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We preach ‘Jesus Christ and him crucified’ (1 Corinthians 2:2). We seek to persuade with every argument we can muster, just as Paul did on so many occasions (eg Acts 18:4). We try to teach only what we can establish from the Bible and we point people to the biblical text. We do not expect anyone to take a ‘blind leap’ of faith. Rather, we hope they will take a step of faith based on reasonable grounds.


[image: Image Missing]


Second, we appeal to the heart. St Paul writes in Romans 5:5, ‘God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us’ (TNIV). Our message does not simply require an assent of the intellect to a series of propositions; rather it calls people to a love-relationship with Jesus Christ. John Stott wrote:




There is a place for emotion in spiritual experience. The Holy Spirit’s … ministry is not limited to illuminating our minds and teaching us about Christ. He also pours God’s love into our hearts. Similarly, he bears witness with our spirit that we are God’s children, for he causes us to say ‘Abba, father’ and to exclaim with gratitude, ‘How great is the love the father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!’ … I think it was Bishop Handley Moule at the end of the last century who gave this good advice: ‘Beware equally of an undevotional theology (ie mind without heart) and of an untheological devotion (ie heart without mind).’9





Graham Cray, Archbishops’ Missioner, has spoken with great insight about the contemporary culture, which is in the process of shifting from an Enlightenment culture to a new and coming one. In the Enlightenment, reason reigned supreme and explanation led to experience. In the present transitional culture with its ‘pick-and-mix’ worldview, in which the New Age movement is a potent strand, experiences lead to explanation.


Pope John Paul II, speaking to young people in Italy, asked them this: ‘If your faith is not based on experience, how can you account for your hope to yourselves and others? How can you overcome the doubts and crises that are so characteristic of your age? Open the doors of your hearts to the experience of the Lord.’ I have often found that many older people approach Alpha from an essentially Enlightenment perspective. They feel at home with the parts that appeal to the mind, but often have difficulty in experiencing the Holy Spirit. Others, often the younger guests coming from the New Age movement, find that rational and historical explanations leave them cold, but at the weekend away they are on more familiar territory in experiencing the Spirit. Previously they will have been seeking experiences, which have then left them discontented and only in experiencing a relationship with God through Jesus Christ do they find their hunger is satisfied.


The gospel involves both the rational and the experiential and it impacts both those from an Enlightenment background who need to experience God and those who have sought experiences but who need to understand the truth about God.


Third, we seek to appeal to the conscience. Paul writes, ‘By setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God’ (2 Corinthians 4:2). We know that every person has a conscience. Deep down we all have a sense of right and wrong. The Holy Spirit, often working through people’s conscience, convinces them about sin. Throughout the course we are appealing to this side in urging people to repent and turn to Christ.
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