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Alpha is a global phenomenon, one of the best-known brands in Christian evangelism, adopted in multiple languages and cultures across the world. It has attracted the attention of the global media, politicians and celebrities, with profiles in glossy fashion magazines and scholarly journals. It has been the focus of numerous theological and sociological critiques, including book-length studies such as Stephen Hunt’s The Alpha Enterprise (2004), Andrew Brookes’s The Alpha Phenomenon (2007), James Heard’s Inside Alpha (2009) and Stephen Brian’s Assessing Alpha (2010).1 But there has never yet been a history. The retirement in 2022 of Alpha’s presiding genius, Nicky Gumbel, from his position as vicar of Holy Trinity Brompton (the birthplace of Alpha) – followed in 2023 by the thirtieth anniversary of Alpha’s global launch and the publication of its key text, Questions of Life – is an opportune moment to begin historical analysis. Alpha in the 2020s remains vibrant, frequently refreshed and reinvented for new audiences, in new digital media, reaching many new communities. But after three decades, enough time has now elapsed for historians to set to work, examining Alpha in its cultural environment from its earliest origins to its latest evolutions. The story of Alpha is of major significance for understanding the place of religious faith in the modern world, but that story has never before been told.


As a history, this book is distinguished from previous studies by diving deep into the original archives. I am especially grateful to Alpha International and Holy Trinity Brompton for granting me privileged access to their abundant archives. This is not an authorised narrative, but it would have been impossible to research effectively without their goodwill. Mark Elsdon-Dew has been a wonderfully generous and knowledgeable guide to the sources, and trusted me with his precious and unique set of Alpha News and HTB in Focus newspapers.2 Nicky Gumbel, a key subject in this study, has also kindly granted me access to some of his personal Alpha files and archive boxes, including his appointment diaries.


I am grateful to those who have granted interviews towards this book, including Peter Blundell, Chuck and Carol Butler, Charlie Colchester, Ken Costa, Al Gordon, Nicky and Pippa Gumbel, Jeremy Jennings, J.John, Kitty Kay-Shuttleworth, Philip Lawson-Johnston, Nicky and Sila Lee, Sandy Millar, Henry Montgomery, David Payne, Gordon and Sally Scutt, Charles Whitehead, Emmy Wilson and Bonnie Yule-Kuehne. Others have provided important documents or answered queries, including Jonathan Aitken, Adam Atkinson, Stephen Brian, Kristina Cooper (archives from the Catholic Charismatic Renewal), Sister Mary Paul Friemel (custodian of Peter Hocken’s archives at the Mysterium Christi community, Hainburg an der Donau, Austria), Charles Freebury, Mike Frith, Mark Ireland, David MacInnes (archives from the 1974 CICCU mission), Charles and Tricia Marnham, Nick McKinnel (archives from the 1979 Step Forward mission), Tricia Neill, Tony Payne, Jackie Pullinger, Rodney Radcliffe, Neil Richardson, William Scholes, Nigel Skelsey, Patrick Whitworth (archives from HTB’s Lighthouse course) and Edward Wright. Members of the Alpha International and HTB staff have been unfailingly helpful – thanks especially to Catherine Clark, Phil Dhillon-James, Chloe Harrison, Rachel Liebetrau, Chloe Lyward, Jane McKeever, Sam Prior, Ros Suni and Kathryn Taylor. Thanks also to Kensington Central Library (which has an excellent set of HTB parish magazines), Lambeth Palace Library, London Metropolitan Archives and Westminster Diocesan Archives for access to original materials. I am grateful also to Andy Lyon, Jessica Lacey and the team at Hodder & Stoughton for their enthusiasm for this project.
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Rebirth and Renewal


Holy Trinity Brompton – known globally as HTB – is one of the world’s leading hubs of Christian evangelism, church planting and spiritual renewal, famous as the birthplace of Alpha. Its waves of influence permeate not only the Church of England but many churches and denominations across the world. It stands at the centre of a nexus of significant transnational relationships and innovations that shape the expression of modern religious culture in multiple contexts and communities. Alpha, alongside other branded ministries within the HTB family, has become by the 2020s a powerful driver of Christian resurgence, experimentation and expansion on a global scale. But Alpha’s roots stretch back to the 1970s, when a confluence of different factors led to HTB’s emergence as a seedbed for renewal.


HTB is located in one of the most elegant and famed parts of central London. Within the boundaries of the parish, on Exhibition Road, lie three of the great museums of Victorian Britain – the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Science Museum and the Natural History Museum – which draw millions of visitors a year. Just along the Brompton Road is Harrods, an icon of luxury, the largest department store in Europe with 23 acres of floor space. In the early 1980s, Harrods boasted 214 departments, six restaurants, and a staff of over 5,000 (rising to 7,000 at Christmas), making it practically the size of a parish in its own right, and one of the HTB curates was deployed as Harrods chaplain.1 The area is awash with students from nearby Imperial College London, just beyond which are Hyde Park, the Royal Albert Hall and Kensington Palace. Embassies and hotels jostle alongside each other. HTB itself was built by the Georgians in the 1820s, when Brompton was still a village surrounded by fields, not yet gobbled up by London’s sprawl. It stands back from the Brompton Road, down a tree-lined avenue, now partially hidden from view by the imposing neo-classical Brompton Oratory.


For much of the twentieth century, HTB was a ‘society’ church, where the elite of Knightsbridge mingled at weddings and christenings, or at memorial services for titled nobility. Its ethos mirrored the cultured Anglicanism of many public school or Oxbridge chapels. The established HTB tradition by the mid-1970s, in the words of vicar John Morris, was ‘a very traditional form of worship, in which preaching and good music have formed a major part. It offers one of the finest forms of old-fashioned matins services in the metropolis.’2 Music was taken especially seriously. Choral anthems and organ voluntaries were announced in advance in the Brompton Broadsheet (the parish newsletter) to whet the congregation’s appetite and in 1975 (for example) included compositions by John Taverner, Thomas Tallis, William Byrd, Johann Sebastian Bach, Samuel Wesley, Felix Mendelssohn and many others. Twentieth-century music was supplied by the likes of Sergei Rachmaninoff, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Herbert Howells, Maurice Duruflé, Olivier Messiaen and Benjamin Britten. There was not a guitar in sight.


Nevertheless, even within this traditionalist environment, there were signs of spiritual renewal beginning to break through. Since the early 1950s HTB had hosted the London branch of the Divine Healing Mission, an organisation founded at Crowhurst in Sussex in the early twentieth century to encourage prayer for healing. Each Wednesday there was a ‘healing service’ at HTB in the context of holy communion, with the laying-on-of-hands offered at the communion rail. This was followed by a picnic lunch and teaching about healing or other aspects of the Holy Spirit’s ministry.3 Thus a steady stream of renewalist pioneers spoke at HTB under the auspices of the Divine Healing Mission, including in the late 1960s and early 1970s Church of England clergymen like Michael Harper and Colin Urquhart, and Episcopalian visitors from the United States such as Agnes Sanford and Rufus Womble.4 Their books were marketed on the HTB bookstall and the Brompton Broadsheet recommended other paperbacks like Nicky Cruz’s Run Baby Run (1968), Maynard James’s I Believe in the Holy Ghost (1969), Basilea Schlink’s Ruled by the Spirit (1969), Corrie ten Boom’s The Hiding Place (1971) and Cardinal Léon Joseph Suenens’s A New Pentecost? (1975).5 HTB congregation member Rodney Radcliffe reported on his tour of churches in the United States during a business trip, including to the pioneering Church of the Redeemer in Houston, Texas, which had been profiled on the HTB bookstall in Harper’s A New Way of Living (1973).6 Radcliffe also attended a meeting of the Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship International in New York in November 1974, where he encountered the healing evangelist Kathryn Kuhlman. He enthused about it in the Brompton Broadsheet:


 


Quite plainly, I saw miracles – the mighty works of the Lord. Cripples walked and leaped out of chairs; some, blind for years, were suddenly able to see; the deaf began to hear; those with cancer, multiple sclerosis and other illnesses were cured . . . God’s power was released to work, and seemed to touch anyone who came.7


 


Yet these remained minority interests at HTB. Renewal was emerging around the edges of the congregation, in midweek meetings, but made little impact upon the main Sunday ministry. It was promoted by the London chaplain to the Divine Healing Mission, Nicholas Rivett-Carnac (HTB curate from 1968 to 1972), but otherwise received little public backing from the church’s leadership.8 According to one tribute, it was Rivett-Carnac who ‘laid the foundations in intercession and prayer’ for the spiritual life at HTB that followed in subsequent decades.9


Sandy and Annette Millar


Among the small number of young graduates connected with HTB from the early 1960s was Alexander (‘Sandy’) Millar, who later played a major role in Alpha’s global expansion.10


Sandy Millar was born in London in November 1939, of Scottish descent. He lived a nomadic childhood as his father was a professional soldier, Major-General Robert Kirkpatrick Millar of Orton, engineer-in-chief in the Pakistan Army. Educated at Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge, Millar returned to London to pursue his childhood ambition to work as a criminal barrister. Legal training ran in the family – his grandfather John Hepburn Millar (1864–1929) was Professor of Constitutional Law and Constitutional History at the University of Edinburgh, and his great-grandfather John Millar, Lord Craighill (1817–88) was Solicitor General for Scotland. Called to the bar in 1964, aged 24, Sandy Millar’s chambers were headed by Mervyn Griffith-Jones, famous for leading the prosecution of Penguin Books for obscenity in 1960 after the publication of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, and of Stephen Ward in 1963 during the fallout from the Profumo Affair. With lodgings at Cadogan Place in Belgravia, Millar joined HTB and served on the Parochial Church Council (PCC), though he did not attend on Sundays very often. Despite his occasional church involvement, he lacked personal Christian faith. He did, however, believe in life after death – to persuade two cynical friends, also barristers, Millar took them to the headquarters of the Spiritualist Association of Great Britain in Belgrave Square, and paid for a medium to conjure up the spirits in a séance, though nothing happened. He knew that the Church of England disapproved of spiritualism, but put that down to ‘professional jealousy’.


In July 1967, Millar was invited to a weekend house party by Annette Fisher, a young schoolteacher living in Kensington. She had experienced evangelical conversion in her first week at the University of St Andrews in 1959 through a Christian Union mission, but it was not until she was prayed for in the mid-1960s by Edgar Trout (a Methodist evangelist) to be ‘filled with the Spirit’ that she discovered a new boldness in evangelism. She sent a postcard to about 30 of her friends, inviting them to bring a tennis racquet and a Bible to the Manor House at Stoke Poges in Buckinghamshire. Millar enjoyed these social opportunities and was confident that, as a barrister, he would be able to resist the Christian agenda. Yet to his surprise, he found himself ‘rivetted’ by the speaker, David MacInnes (curate at St Helen’s, Bishopsgate), who explained the Christian message in a way that Millar understood for the first time. When Millar asked about spiritualism, MacInnes encouraged him to read Raphael Gasson’s The Challenging Counterfeit (1966), a popular charismatic paperback by a former medium who converted to Christianity. Millar was intrigued, but not yet persuaded.


A few months later, Millar was travelling to the Old Bailey in the morning rush hour on the London Underground. The carriage was packed, but a City worker who had recently become a Christian, and who Millar knew vaguely, looked at him across the crowd and called out, ‘Do you realise that Jesus is alive?’ The barrister felt acutely embarrassed and self-conscious, and quickly replied, ‘Yes, yes I do’, hoping that would end the conversation. But then the train stopped between stations, and the man asked again, ‘Does that make any difference to your life?’ Millar sensed the other commuters listening in, as they read their newspapers, and retorted, ‘Oh yes, yes, yes’, before he got off, flustered and blushing, at the next stop. He had ‘never been so relieved to get out of a train’. In retrospect, however, that awkward public encounter was ‘absolutely formative’. Millar worried about the conversation, especially the fact that he could not think of any substantial difference Jesus made to his life, and that he felt socially obliged to answer ‘yes’ when he really meant ‘no’.11 Resolved not to be caught in the same situation again, he bought a copy of the New Testament in modern translation (the New English Bible) and ‘devoured’ it, reading it from cover to cover. In the Gospels he discovered Jesus to be very different to the tame portraits propagated by school chapel and stained-glass windows. ‘I just fell in love with Jesus’, Millar recalled. ‘I discovered for the first time what an astonishing man he is – an extraordinary figure, a leader, a man amongst men.’12


The following summer 1968, Fisher held a second house party at Stoke Poges. This time she struggled to find a speaker until John Collins (vicar of St Mark’s, Gillingham) persuaded his curate, John Freeth, to attend at very short notice and with almost no time for preparation. Whereas MacInnes, the previous year, had been highly polished, Freeth stumbled through his presentations. He would begin a sentence and not finish it, or begin a story and not remember the ending. Nevertheless, Millar was struck by the fact that, although MacInnes and Freeth were entirely different characters, their message was the same. ‘It was the same Jesus, the same gospel.’ That evening at supper, as Millar was handing around salad, the penny dropped and he suddenly thought ‘this is true’. As he later explained, ‘I gave my life to the Lord that night.’13 Fisher had been ‘praying and praying like mad’ for Millar’s conversion. She also wanted to introduce him to the wider ministry of the Holy Spirit, so she invited him to one of the regular Fountain Trust meetings at the Metropolitan Tabernacle (Charles Spurgeon’s former chapel) to hear David du Plessis, a South African evangelist and Pentecostal pioneer. At the end of the meeting, Millar went to the front for prayer, where du Plessis recalled Jesus’s promise, ‘Ask, and it shall be given you’ (Luke 11:9), and prayed ‘Come, Holy Spirit’. That evening, as Millar knelt alone by his bed praising God, he began to speak in tongues.14


Still a member at HTB, Millar’s perspective on church life was now transformed. He threw himself into wider Christian activities, including the Divine Healing Mission and the Stewards’ Trust (a network of Bible studies and house parties for young professionals in London, founded in 1954). He was introduced, for example, to the American charismatic pioneer Jean Darnall at a crowded meeting in Fisher’s flat. The attenders, according to Nicholas Rivett-Carnac, ‘would have looked more at home with a champagne cocktail in their hand than a Bible’, but they were enraptured as Darnall spoke for two hours, and Millar hung upon her every word.15 Millar also occasionally attended the lunchtime Bible expositions for City workers by Dick Lucas at St Helen’s, Bishopsgate, calculating that he could dash there and back in a taxi from the High Court. After Millar and Fisher were married in October 1971, they started a Bible study in their home, though it was treated with some suspicion as a novelty by the congregation at HTB.


In his work as a barrister, Millar was increasingly perturbed by the devastating impact of drug addiction in the early 1970s as a major contributor to criminality. When visiting the cells, he longed to share the Christian message with those on trial, but was paid to provide legal advice, not spiritual wisdom. In his free time, he began to volunteer with the Association for the Prevention of Addiction (founded in 1967), but its secular basis again restricted gospel proclamation. Finally, in 1971, Millar discovered a little mission hall at Short’s Gardens, in the Seven Dials district near Covent Garden, where Christian outreach to drug addicts and the homeless was run by the London City Mission, overseen by missionary Lionel Ball. Millar recruited a team of 15 friends from HTB and the Stewards’ Trust – including Nicholas Rivett-Carnac, Rodney Radcliffe and Annette Fisher – who joined Ball’s endeavours each Thursday evening. They served meals, sang choruses on the piano, gave short talks from the Bible, engaged in conversations, and prayed with the alcoholics, addicts, ex-convicts and gang members who came in off the streets.16 Jean Darnall brought ‘a word from the Lord’ for each member of the team, and encouraged them all: ‘If you sit with these people in their distress and weep with them and hurt with them, and love them with the compassion of Jesus, you will see many changed lives and miracles of liberation and healing worked in the power of the Holy Spirit.’17 The hall was officially called the London Medical Mission, but became known in Soho as the London Miracle Mission. This experience was critical in Millar’s call to ordination. Through the London City Mission he witnessed ‘God’s love for the poor’ in action, combining practical service with evangelism and prayer. Although the Short’s Gardens outreach was difficult and sometimes dangerous, he had a growing sense that this was what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.18 In October 1974 the Millars, with their young children, bade farewell to London and HTB, to train for ordination at Cranmer Hall in Durham.


The Kitchen and Cloud


Young people converged on the capital in September 1972 for the five-day London Festival for Jesus, organised by the Nationwide Festival of Light morality campaign, a British parallel to the Jesus People festivals in the United States.19 The event combined street evangelism with Christian rock concerts, teach-ins, and practical service in ‘Operation Clean-Up’. There were rallies at Tower Hill, Hyde Park and Trafalgar Square, and a flotilla of boats motored down the River Thames draped with ‘Jesus is Alive Today’ banners. At Hyde Park, 5,000 sat on the grass in the sunshine listening to Christian musicians from both sides of the Atlantic including Dana, Cliff Richard, Gordon Giltrap, Larry Norman and Californian band Country Faith. ‘Light Up the Fire’, a hit by Liverpool folk band Parchment, was the festival’s theme song.20


Wanting to continue their festival experience, a group of seven young London friends looked for a permanent meeting place, where they could enjoy fellowship and food, and ‘where the love of God could be felt and shared’.21 The leader among them, older than the rest, was 29-year-old Michael Anstruther-Gough-Calthorpe – known as Mickie Calthorpe – an artist and designer who came from one of the wealthiest aristocratic families in Britain. His family owned the Calthorpe Estate, covering 1,600 acres of prime residential and commercial land in the fashionable Edgbaston district of Birmingham.22 Calthorpe lived in a small mews house in Kensington, at 16 Petersham Place, and his mews garage was identified as the ideal location for this new project. However, at first it seemed impossible because the garage was tied up in a long-term lease to another tenant, who stored his car there, but the tenant died suddenly, thus terminating the contract. ‘This was sad news’, acknowledged Calthorpe, ‘but to us it was a joyful confirmation.’23 The garage was converted into ‘The Kitchen’, launched in April 1974, open for lunches and suppers from Monday to Thursday, staffed mostly by volunteers. The food was simple – typically a ‘ploughman’s lunch’ (soup, homemade bread, Wensleydale cheese and fresh fruit), with stew in the evenings (sometimes rabbit) cooked on the Aga.24 There was no charge and donations were placed in a basket. The Kitchen was described as ‘an expression of love’,25 seeking to model God’s welcome to allcomers. As early as 1975 it was hailed as ‘an outstanding means of reaching outsiders’, and many young people became Christians through its activities.26 Here was the ethos of Alpha in bud – conversations about the Christian faith, with friends, around a meal, in an informal relaxed atmosphere. For those who wanted to take the discussion further, there were several Bible study groups affiliated with the Kitchen, including one in Calthorpe’s flat.


The Kitchen was also conceived as a venue ‘to nurture artistic talent to the glory of God’, with engravings, pottery, needlework and paintings offered for sale to support the project. As the seven originators prayed and fasted about their shared vision, they were ‘blessed by innumerable confirmations from the Scriptures’, especially concerning the building of King Solomon’s Temple in the Book of Chronicles.27 Calthorpe used some of those biblical details as the inspiration for the Kitchen’s colour scheme, cushions and artistic flourishes. Sometimes as many as 80 people crammed into the venue. Music was provided by a homegrown Christian band called ‘Cloud’, founded in October 1973 and named after the cloud of God’s glory that filled the Temple when the Levites raised songs of praise accompanied by trumpets, cymbals and other musical instruments(2 Chronicles 5:12–14). The name was chosen to signify the importance of worship and of entering the presence of God.28


Cloud’s leader was Philip Lawson-Johnston. His mother was an Anstruther-Gough-Calthorpe (Mickie’s aunt) and his businessman father, Baron Luke, was chairman of Bovril, the family firm. After leaving Eton College in 1968, Lawson-Johnston studied the history of art at the Inchbald School of Design before taking up glass engraving. His journey to Christian faith was ‘a series of stepping-stones’: he went forward at a Billy Graham rally at Wembley Stadium in 1966, and prayed a prayer of commitment after hearing David MacInnes preach at Chelsea Town Hall in 1968, but he felt sorely out of place when introduced to a Stewards’ Trust Bible study group. The other members were barristers and stockbrokers in the City, while Lawson-Johnston was a long-haired, pot-smoking, wannabee rock musician.29 In February 1972 he was invited to Calthorpe’s flat to hear an address by Sandy Millar, and there Lawson-Johnston ‘finally surrendered my heart fully to Jesus’. Calthorpe and another friend prayed for him that evening to be filled with the Holy Spirit:


 


No drama or fireworks, but a penetrating peace entered me as the conflict and troubled thoughts of the previous years just lifted off me and I could understand with sudden clarity why Jesus died for me personally. It all began to make sense not just in a cerebral and intellectual way, but it was as if my heart came alive for the first time. I went away full of a sense of freedom and calm, knowing that something had happened deep inside.30


 


The Bible ‘came alive’ for Lawson-Johnston and he began to turn his new Christian faith into song. His first tutorials in worship music were from Californian songwriter and guitarist Chuck Butler of Country Faith who (with his young wife Carol Butler) was part of the early planning for the Kitchen in 1973.31 As so often in the history of Christian renewal, where California led, Kensington followed.


Cloud’s membership fluctuated between three and twenty people. It mostly comprised singers, led by acoustic guitar, but also integrated classical instruments – including, at various times, double bass, percussion, cello, violin, viola, flute, oboe, clarinet, French horn, trumpet and piano. Lawson-Johnston summed up the Cloud genre as ‘a strong classical influence . . . mixed with a blend of folk and light rock’.32 They toured Britain, leading worship for churches, conferences and schools, and played at the Christian rock festival, Greenbelt, which from 1975 was held on the Lawson-Johnston family estate at Odell in Bedfordshire.33 Cloud also recorded their own albums, seven in total, beginning with Free to Fly, which sold 2,000 copies by Christmas 1975.34 However, when the Kitchen launched an informal Service of Praise on Sunday evenings, led by Cloud, some grew concerned that it was ‘setting itself up as a church’, in rivalry to local churches. The Kitchen preferred to define itself as ‘a large house group, and not a church’, and believed it was fulfilling a need not provided for elsewhere.35 Calthorpe, in particular, was wary of institutional churches. Nevertheless, Cloud decided in 1975 that they should be properly connected with a local church, so as a group they joined St Paul’s, Onslow Square, a Victorian offshoot of HTB.


St Paul’s was a conservative evangelical congregation, with a particular ministry to students and young people. It was considerably smaller than the two major Anglican evangelical congregations in central London – All Souls, Langham Place, under John Stott, and St Helen’s, Bishopsgate, under Dick Lucas – but stood in the same tradition. When Raymond Turvey was appointed vicar in 1972, the parish profile insisted that their new incumbent must be ‘a preacher and teacher, of conservative evangelical convictions, able to warm hearts’.36 But when Cloud and other members of the Kitchen joined St Paul’s, they brought with them a flavour of the Jesus Revolution and a hunger for renewal. Turvey allowed them to lead worship once a month on Sunday evenings, a sharp break in style from St Paul’s usual hymnbook, Psalm Praise (1973), modern settings of the psalter. Cloud broke the mould. They pushed informality and a contemporary vibe more akin to a gentle rock concert than an organ recital. This appealed to the younger demographic at St Paul’s and sowed the seeds of renewal. Soon these principles were embedded also into HTB, when St Paul’s was merged in 1976 with HTB, taking Cloud with them.


Cambridge Conversions


During the same period, in the mid-1970s, a remarkable series of Christian conversions took place at the University of Cambridge, which in due course had a major impact upon the future direction of HTB and Alpha. Among the thousands of new undergraduates who arrived in October 1973 were two young friends at Trinity College – Nicky Gumbel and Nicky Lee – who had been schoolboys together at Eton College and discovered to their surprise that they had been assigned rooms next to each other in Trinity’s Whewell’s Court.


Nicky Gumbel’s family home was in Ovington Square, Kensington, a short walk from HTB, but he was baptised as an infant at the Anglo-Catholic congregation of St Paul’s, Knightsbridge, in February 1956.37 He came from a family of barristers, including both grandfathers. His father, Walter Gumbel, was a German Jew from Stuttgart who had fled the Nazi regime and made a new life in England, where he was called to the bar in 1935. Walter’s cousin, Professor Emil J. Gumbel, was a prominent mathematician, pacifist and anti-Nazi campaigner, forced into exile in Paris and later New York.38 Walter managed to get his parents and sister out of Germany just before the Second World War, but other members of the wider Gumbel clan perished in the concentration camps. Nicky’s mother, Muriel Gumbel née Glyn, was also a barrister and Conservative Party politician, serving on the Greater London Council and during 1971–2 as mayor of the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. Her barrister brother, Sir Alan Glyn, was Conservative MP for Windsor. Nicky’s elder sister, Lizanne Gumbel, followed in the family tradition, called to the bar in 1974, and it was assumed that Nicky would do the same. Indeed, soon after Nicky was born, his father put his name down at a set of tax chambers.39


When it came to religion, the Gumbels were notionally members of the Church of England, but seldom attended. Nicky’s involvement in church was limited to ‘midnight mass every other year’.40 Eton school chapel was ‘very dull’ and left him with the impression that the Christian faith was ‘dreary and uninspiring’.41 During his gap year travelling in the United States, he lost his rucksack in Tallahassee, Florida, and was offered hospitality by a community of lively young evangelical Christians, probably part of the Jesus People movement, but was put off by ‘their tendency to smile so much’ and fled when they began to pray.42 By the time Gumbel reached Cambridge he liked to call himself a ‘logical determinist’, believing that all human actions were predetermined by birth and environment, leaving no possibility for free moral choices.43 He was ‘at times an atheist and at times an agnostic, unsure of what I believed’.44 In another place he described his outlook differently, as ‘an atheist in my head and a nominal Christian in my heart (just to keep the options open). Outwardly life was full of excitements but inside things were very different.’45


Nicky Lee, son of a London stockbroker, was raised in rural Hampshire and attended the local village church at Christmas and occasionally at Easter.46 Compared to Gumbel, he was much more open to the Christian message. In his first week at Cambridge, he met John Hamilton, a young Trinity graduate who was training for ordination at Ridley Hall. Hamilton visited many of the Trinity Freshers and knocked on Lee’s door to invite him to an evangelistic address by the Cambridge Inter-Collegiate Christian Union (CICCU). Lee had always thought of God as ‘a very mysterious spiritual being’ and was intrigued by the way Hamilton spoke of a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. He occasionally attended the weekly CICCU evangelistic addresses on Sunday evenings, but worried that if he became a Christian he would have to break up with his 18-year-old girlfriend, Alison (‘Sila’) Callander, with whom he was head-over-heels in love. ‘If any of those born-again Christians come anywhere near your room, don’t let them in,’ Gumbel advised Lee. ‘Talk to them through a crack in the door because if you let them in you won’t be able to get rid of them.’47


In the middle of their second term, the CICCU organised a major week-long mission called Christ Alive from 10 to 16 February 1974, in the Cambridge Guildhall, led by David MacInnes. Gumbel joined the crowd of undergraduates at the mission one evening, but it made no impact on him. Lee, by contrast, was deeply impressed by MacInnes’s preaching and, although he sat at the back of the Guildhall, he had ‘never heard someone speak with more power in my life’. Lee was increasingly persuaded by the evidence for Christianity and on the penultimate evening of the mission, Friday 15 February, when he met Callander off the train from London he took her straight to the Guildhall. She too was fascinated with what MacInnes had to say. Although she had been raised as a child in the Scottish Episcopal Church, and believed in God, she had ‘never heard anybody talk about Jesus Christ like this’ in all her years at church or boarding school chapel. ‘Nobody had ever said you could have a relationship with Jesus Christ,’ she recalled. ‘For me relationship was everything and suddenly this was making sense.’48


The next morning, Saturday 16 February, Lee and Callander attended an evangelistic breakfast at Queens’ College organised by their friend Stephen Ruttle (a future barrister), who was encouraging them towards Christian faith.49 That evening they went to Great St Mary’s, the University Church, for the final mission event. It began with 25 minutes of testimony and singing by American musician Barry McGuire – best known for his youth protest song ‘Eve of Destruction’  (1965) – who had become a Christian in 1971. McGuire stood on the chancel steps in bare feet and tattered jeans, with long hair and beard, holding his guitar, and riveted the audience with tales of his encounters with Jimi Hendrix and Jesus.50 Then MacInnes preached about the crucifixion. Callander remembered:


 


It was a revelation to me. I kept saying to myself, ‘Why did nobody ever tell me before why Jesus died on the cross?’ It was as if everything I had ever known fitted together, not just intellectually, but also emotionally and spiritually. Everything made sense when the cross was explained.51


 


When MacInnes invited anyone who wanted to respond to the gospel message to come to the front, Lee and Callander were quickly out of their seats, with about 50 other young people. Although Callander’s life up to that point had been ‘totally and utterly fulfilled and happy’ – full of joy, friendship, family, love, privilege and opportunity – she nonetheless summed up the ‘radical change’ of Christian conversion as like the transformation of ‘a black and white still photograph’ that was suddenly now ‘in glorious Technicolour, a moving motion picture’. It was the turning point of their lives.52


Lee and Callander returned excitedly to college, where Gumbel had been dancing at the Trinity Valentine Ball, and they all talked together late into the night. Gumbel was deeply suspicious of his friends’ conversion and feared they were falling into the hands of ‘a cult’.53 Determined to investigate these questions for himself, his immediate ambition was to read books about competing philosophies and ideologies like Marxism, existentialism, Islam and Christianity. But the only relevant book he had to hand that Saturday night was his old school Bible (the Authorised Version), so he began to read the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and reached about halfway through John, falling asleep at 3 o’clock in the morning. When he woke up, he picked up where he had left off, reading through the whole New Testament over the next couple of days. This encounter with Scripture was critical in Gumbel’s sudden and unexpected conversion. In the best-known version of his testimony – published worldwide in the 1990s as part of Alpha – he explained: ‘I was completely gripped by what I read. I had read it before and it had meant virtually nothing to me. This time it came alive and I could not put it down. It had a ring of truth about it. I knew as I read it that I had to respond because it spoke so powerfully to me.’54


Gumbel’s gradual spiritual awakening had begun, stimulated by the Bible, though he still wanted to protect Lee and Callander from falling under MacInnes’s sway. On Sunday 17 February, the evangelist was invited to lunch in their rooms at Trinity, where they fed him meagre fare of bread, cheese and cheap wine. Gumbel was so impressed with their guest’s graciousness that his hostility thawed and he agreed to hear MacInnes preach that evening at Great St Mary’s (a post-mission service). Gumbel went forward at the end of the service to find out more, increasingly intrigued but not yet fully persuaded.55 For further advice, he sought out Jonathan Fletcher (son of former Labour MP, Baron Fletcher), the 31-year-old curate at Cambridge’s Round Church. Fletcher instructed him that becoming a Christian entailed three decisions: to give up everything he knew was wrong, to be known publicly as a follower of Christ, and to ‘hand over the driving seat of his life to Christ’. But Gumbel baulked at the idea of surrender to God, especially given his ‘wild social life’, and thought perhaps he would postpone the decision until his deathbed:


 


I sensed it was true but the implications for my life were such that I thought it would be ruined. Then I sensed (and now, looking back, I think it was God speaking to me): ‘If you don’t do it now, you never will.’ So basically I just said, ‘Yes, OK.’ And at that moment everything clicked into place. Suddenly I understood what life was about. I suppose I found what I’d been looking for unconsciously all my life.56


 


Elsewhere he wrote: ‘I realised that Jesus is rather than Jesus was and with much hesitation and great reluctance . . . I abandoned the struggle and immediately found my life radically and wonderfully changed.’57 This decisive conclusion is difficult to date precisely, but probably occurred on Monday 18 February 1974, as Gumbel wrestled with all he had heard and read during the previous weekend.


These Christian conversions were transformative in several ways. One immediate moral implication was that Lee and Callander concluded they must stop sleeping together, a painful decision involving many tears.58 However, brimming with excitement at what they had discovered, the friends also now had an irrepressible passion to share their new-found Christian faith with others. Gumbel and Lee grew beards, to look more like Jesus, and began talking about being ordained. Gumbel carried pockets full of evangelistic tracts to distribute to all and sundry, and was mocked by some undergraduates as ‘the divinely inspired Mr Nicholas Gumbel’.59 Charles Moore, another Old Etonian at Trinity College (later editor of The Spectator and the Daily Telegraph), recalled that ‘Two of the Nickys used to invite me to hearty and delicious teas (evangelicals love buns and crumpets) and talk to me about Jesus, sometimes playing me tapes of sermons by prominent preachers.’60 A few days after his conversion, Gumbel attended a house party where he saw a young acquaintance, 19-year-old Pippa Hislop, dancing and approached her with the words, ‘You look awful. You really need Jesus.’ If this was intended to convince her of her need of the Christian gospel, it backfired spectacularly, and she thought he had ‘gone mad’. At the next party, he went armed with numerous tracts and a New Testament. He invited 17-year-old Mary Rose Chichester (a baronet’s daughter) to dance but it proved difficult when weighed down by so much literature, so they sat together and Gumbel soon brought the subject round to Christianity. For every question she asked, he produced a tract from one of his pockets. The next day, on a boat to France, Chichester was reading one of these tracts when suddenly she understood the message of Jesus and turning to a friend said, ‘I have just become a Christian.’ In the Alpha course, Gumbel used these anecdotes of his early enthusiasm as examples of insensitive evangelism. He came to realise that there were more winsome ways to share the Christian message, and that being passionate about evangelism did not mean charging around ‘like a bull in a china shop’.61


Some weeks after her house party encounter with Gumbel, Pippa Hislop was converted independently of him. Born in Germany, the daughter of a colonel in the Royal Artillery, she was educated at an Anglican convent boarding school in East Grinstead with obligatory chapel twice a day, but had no real concept of relationship with Jesus. After college and secretarial training, she moved to Kensington and worked for an estate agent, though life mostly revolved around parties. She felt ‘aimless and lost’, but when invited to the Kitchen (newly launched in spring 1974) was struck by its friendliness. She was intrigued by the Christians who ran the Kitchen and conversations often turned to questions of faith. One day Mickie Calthorpe sat down with Hislop, opened the Bible and read John 10:10 (‘I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly’). The moment Calthorpe read that verse, it ‘shot off the page’ for Hislop. She went back to her shared flat, knelt down, and committed her life to Jesus.62


The first person that Gumbel himself led to Christ, in September 1974, was 20-year-old Henry Montgomery (grandson of the Second World War hero Field Marshal Montgomery) who had been recuperating from glandular fever at Lillestrøm, near Oslo, at the home of his mother and stepfather. Gumbel was also in Norway, for a conference led by Bible smuggler Brother Andrew, and was encouraged by Montgomery’s sister (a friend in Cambridge) to contact him. Montgomery was very unenthusiastic about hosting Gumbel and decided to test his mettle by hiking him through the Norwegian mountains. For three days they trekked across the beautiful but wild terrain of Rondane National Park, clambering over rocks and boulders and discussing the meaning of life. Montgomery was especially impressed by Gumbel’s integrity and ‘sense of purpose’. On the three-hour return journey to Lillestrøm, sitting in a railway carriage by themselves, Gumbel led Montgomery in a prayer of repentance and commitment to Christ, a life-transforming decision.63 Gumbel later wrote: ‘There is no greater privilege and no greater joy than enabling someone to find out about Jesus Christ.’64


Another new believer in this wide network of friends was Ken Costa, who arrived in Cambridge from Johannesburg in October 1974, aged 25, as a graduate law student at Queens’ College. Costa was a South African of Lebanese descent, raised on his family farm in the Transvaal. He attended a Roman Catholic boarding school in Pretoria, but as an undergraduate at Witwatersrand University he turned to Marxism through the writings of atheist philosopher Erich Fromm. With a ‘burning passion for justice’, and as president of the Witwatersrand student council, Costa threw himself into anti-apartheid agitation. Friends and fellow activists were placed under house arrest or imprisoned, and one of them, Ahmed Timol, was murdered in police custody in Johannesburg in 1971.65 Costa grew hostile to all religion through witnessing ‘the interlinking of the horrors of apartheid and warped theology’ whereby conservative churches in South Africa often supported the Nationalist government.66 As a young Marxist, he believed that justice would be established ‘by the struggle of the people’ and that salvation meant ‘the reform of social structures’. Christianity, he declared, was ‘for emotional cripples and I was not one’.67 However, soon after his arrival in Cambridge, Costa ‘embraced the faith’ after reading through Mark’s Gospel one evening, attracted to the character and claims of Jesus Christ.68 Another new Cambridge student in October 1974 was Justin Welby (later Archbishop of Canterbury), a year behind Gumbel and Lee at Trinity College. Baptised at HTB as an infant, Welby like Gumbel had been raised in Kensington and educated at Eton. At the start of his second year as an undergraduate, he too committed his life to Christ, aged 19, through the witness of friends in the CICCU.69


The worlds of Cambridge and Kensington were closely intertwined. In Cambridge, the new converts were schooled in conservative evangelicalism through the CICCU and the Round Church. They volunteered as helpers at Scripture Union house parties in the Dorset village of Iwerne Minster, known as ‘Bash camps’ after their originator, Anglican clergyman E. J. H. Nash (nicknamed ‘Bash’).70 The camp emphasis was upon Bible teaching, evangelism and the training of young leaders. Nash’s strategy was to evangelise the elite public schools, knowing that they would supply many of Britain’s future leaders, and he had a ‘major impact’ on Gumbel’s life.71 In Kensington, St Paul’s, Onslow Square, offered similar teaching within a conservative evangelical framework.


However, at the Kitchen, where many of the Cambridge converts congregated during the vacations, renewal was breaking forth. It was there in summer 1974 that Gumbel asked friends to pray for him to be filled with the Holy Spirit and to receive the gift of tongues. He had previously been taught that ‘the gifts of the Spirit had gone out with the apostolic age’, but changed his mind when he witnessed the ‘new radiance’ of those filled with the Spirit.72 This new spiritual experience had direct consequences for Gumbel’s urgency in evangelism, at a deep emotional level, as he recalled:


 


When I became a Christian I remember being convinced in my mind that Jesus was alive. After experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit this knowledge dropped from my head down to my heart as well. He gave me a deep inner certainty that Christianity was true and filled me with joy. A few days later I found myself weeping as I realised that if it was true this had implications for those people I knew and loved who were not following Jesus.73


 


Eager to experience more of the Holy Spirit’s ministry, Gumbel, Lee and Costa occasionally attended St Matthew’s Church in Cambridge, where renewal was pioneered in the 1970s under vicar Sidney Sims.74 In Kensington, Sandy and Annette Millar provided a similar focal point when they returned in 1976 from Durham. Millar, a natural evangelist, was appointed curate at HTB, aged 36, and soon gathered around him a circle of young people seeking renewal. He and Annette started a Bible study group in their home, where 18-year-old Caroline Eaton, a stockbroker’s daughter, was the first to commit her life to Christ in September 1976, shortly before beginning her Cambridge degree. At the Millars’ request, Justin Welby promised to look after Caroline at university and within a few months they were dating, and later married.75 Meanwhile, many of the Cambridge graduates settled in London, looking to make their mark in secular professions – Nicky Gumbel (who married Pippa Hislop) in law, Nicky Lee (who married Sila Callander) in teaching, and Ken Costa in investment banking. They were all strongly attracted by Sandy Millar’s ministry and gravitated into his orbit.


New Beginnings


Despite some signs of renewal and growth, both HTB and St Paul’s, Onslow Square, were in serious financial difficulties. With a steadily declining, elderly congregation, HTB was ‘but a shadow of our former selves’.76 It claimed an electoral roll of 365 (only 36 of whom lived in the parish), but on Sundays there were only 80 at the main morning service and 10 in the evening, in a building that could seat 1,200.77 For several years it had been running at a deficit. HTB’s total income in 1975 was just £14,000, outpaced by expenditure, and it had exhausted all its reserves.78 St Paul’s was younger and healthier, but its building was in poor repair – the stonework was decaying, the walls were permanently damp, the plaster had perished, there was dry rot in the roof timbers, the chancel arch was cracked, the electrical wiring and heating system were defunct, and the organ needed a complete overhaul.79 These repairs would cost £80,000 but even then, vicar Raymond Turvey mourned, ‘we would only have restored an archaic building which is totally unsuited for the present and future needs of a comparatively small Christian fellowship’.80 St Paul’s could seat 1,600, but there were only 150 attenders on Sunday mornings and 120 in the evenings. As the Bishop of Kensington provocatively reminded them, they often worshipped with 1,500 empty seats.81 Turvey also doubted whether it was morally right to spend ‘vast sums of money to prop up a decaying building in the face of all the crying needs of the Third World’.82 An alternative proposal was to demolish the church (apart from the tower and spire) and replace it with luxury flats and a much smaller worship space, though this alarmed some older members. One complained that Onslow Square residents would ‘deplore the pulling down of the building, and its replacement with some concrete horror’.83 They sought help from the Victorian Society and Sir John Betjeman, among others, to save the church from the bulldozers.84


Both HTB and St Paul’s therefore faced a troubled future. By coincidence, the Bishop of Kensington was approached – on the same day, within half an hour of each other – by both John Morris, announcing his retirement from HTB, and Raymond Turvey, lamenting that the St Paul’s building was no longer viable.85 The bishop himself was under pressure from the Church of England’s new deployment strategy (the so-called ‘Sheffield quota’), which required London diocese to reduce its full-time clergy from 752 in 1973 to 567 by 1980, a drop of almost a quarter.86 London’s mission strategy for the 1980s, in the face of drastic decline across the whole Church of England, was fewer church buildings and fewer (but better paid) clergy. Thus a merger between HTB and St Paul’s solved three dilemmas at one stroke. Rather than two vicars, each with two curates, there would now be only one vicar with three curates, combined on the HTB site. St Paul’s would gain a structurally sound building and HTB would receive an injection of enthusiastic young people.


Morris retired in November 1975 and the two parishes were gradually integrated under Turvey’s leadership. It was a marriage of convenience and the union was stressful. Turvey was left feeling ‘schizophrenic’ when trying to hold together the formality and dignity of HTB with the ‘informal friendliness’ of St Paul’s.87 He likened it to dragging a mule forward with one hand, while attempting to restrain an impatient horse with the other (Psalm 32:9).88 ‘Let’s face it,’ Turvey confessed, ‘both churches are obviously frightened that union will present a threat to their established and traditional way of worship.’89 To begin with, the services at HTB remained unchanged, and incomers from St Paul’s struggled with the older language of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer and the amount of chanting at matins. As a concession to the influx of young people, HTB agreed to start offering coffee after the service, not only sherry.90 On Sunday evenings, greater informality and innovation was permitted, with occasional contributions from Cloud alongside the organ, and the introduction of dance and drama.91


Gradually the culture of HTB began to change. It seemed like the dawn of a new day. Preaching in 1976, Turvey proclaimed that the Church of England for too many decades had excused its ‘landslide of decline’ with mottos like ‘quality not quantity’ and ‘small is beautiful’. He urged:


 


These are half truths. Of course small can be beautiful, but the great can be magnificent. Heaven rejoices over one sinner repenting, but how much more when there are ‘multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision’. Scripture IS interested in numbers . . . When the Holy Spirit is at work it is growth and expansion all the time.92


 


The whole British nation in the mid-1970s was ‘plunging into moral and economic chaos’, a sign of divine judgement, Turvey declared, but if the Church turned back in repentance then God would open ‘the floodgates of blessing’:


 


I believe the Holy Spirit of God is moving throughout our land in a new way: some churches are empty, but many are full. Some, like ours, are half-way. A pessimist would say it is half empty; those with faith know that it’s half full . . . I feel sure that God is going to do great things for us during the next few years . . . I cannot believe that God intends the church which He has placed so strategically in the West End and which He has blessed so greatly in the past, to wither away into obscurity. There can only be one way ahead and that is forward. We must plan for advance and growth.93


 


In this context of hopeful new beginnings, Alpha was born. In the summer of 1977, Turvey was approached by a younger member of the congregation, Tricia Algeo, a 29-year-old trainee solicitor, with a proposal for a new discipleship course. She noticed that people were regularly becoming Christians through the ministry of HTB and needed nurture. Daughter of Sir Arthur Algeo (a prominent Ulster businessman, well known in farming and public affairs), she had been raised in Northern Ireland among the Reformed Presbyterians, a conservative denomination with roots in the Scottish Covenanters. Following a period of intense doubt, after reading Miguel de Unamuno’s novella San Manuel Bueno, Mártir (1931) about a Spanish priest who lost his faith, Algeo had recommitted her life to Christ as a student at the University of St Andrews. On arrival in London in 1969, she joined St Paul’s, Onslow Square, and Annette Fisher’s Bible study group connected to the Stewards’ Trust. Algeo worked from 1971 to 1974 as a ‘travelling secretary’ for the Inter-Varsity Fellowship supporting the Christian Unions across 19 colleges of London University and at Brunel, City, Reading, and Sussex universities. She then spent a year in Brussels with the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association working on the programme for Eurofest ’75, a major evangelistic campaign and international youth congress. Therefore, Algeo had a particular concern for evangelism and the discipleship of young converts.94


Turvey liked the idea of an HTB discipleship course and gave responsibility to his newest curate, Charles Marnham, ordained in June 1977, aged 26. Marnham, the son of a distinguished barrister and QC, had read law at Jesus College, Cambridge, where he committed his life to Christ in January 1971 after reading John Stott’s Basic Christianity (1958) and working through a six-week Bible study on the cross with Mark Ruston, vicar of the Round Church. The revolutionary moment for Marnham was to realise that the death of Jesus for the sins of the world was not just a theological truth but applied to him individually, and that he could enjoy ‘a personal relationship with Jesus’.95 After graduation he joined St Paul’s, Onslow Square, and started training as a solicitor at the College of Law, but he soon changed track to ordination, joining the same cohort as Sandy Millar at Cranmer Hall, Durham, in 1974.


Both Algeo and Marnham were well equipped to lead a group for new Christians – both had experienced the radical difference between a church upbringing and personal Christian faith; both could testify to a turning point of conversion or recommitment at university, in the midst of wrestling over doubts or questions; and both had benefitted from nurture by older mentors. As they met over a long breakfast to discuss the idea, Algeo proposed the name ‘Alpha’ to symbolise new beginnings. It also had special biblical resonance in the Book of Revelation as one of the titles of Christ, the ‘Alpha and Omega’ who makes ‘all things new’ (Revelation 21:5, 22:13). Together they launched Alpha in November 1977, running over six Thursday evenings in Marnham’s flat above the HTB church hall, with about six attenders at the first course. Algeo was an experienced speaker through her ministry with the Inter-Varsity Fellowship, so she and Marnham shared the talks between them, with occasional help in succeeding terms from other lay members of the congregation.


The first programme announced Alpha as ‘a course on Christian foundations . . . designed to help those who want to go on in the Christian life’, with six sessions:


 


1. Assurance and spiritual warfare


2. How should we read the Bible and why pray?


3. God the Father


4. The person and work of Jesus Christ


5. The person and work of the Holy Spirit


6. What is a Christian lifestyle?96


 


The heart of the course was clearly Trinitarian, with an emphasis on practical and distinctive Christian living. Supper was provided beforehand, because young professionals from HTB often arrived straight from work without time to eat. By summer 1978, each evening was reshaped as a succinct question:


 


1. What is God like?


2. Who is Man?


3. What did Jesus do?


4. Who needs the Spirit?


5. Why pray, read the Bible or go to Church?


6. Tricky questions.97


 


From his own searching for Christian faith in Cambridge and his one-to-one Bible studies with Ruston, Marnham knew the benefit of being allowed to ask questions. Therefore, he instituted a rule at Alpha that all questions were welcome, no matter how difficult or apparently foolish. The course was advertised as well suited to those who ‘want to start from scratch in re-thinking their Christian faith’.98


By 1980 the Alpha programme had been honed further, now ‘designed to help those who have just begun the Christian life’:


 


1. How can I be sure?


2. What did Jesus do?


3. What is God like?


4. Who needs the Spirit?


5. How can I know Christ better?


6. Why go to Church?99


 


The opening session on Christian assurance was especially appropriate for new converts, who may have prayed a prayer of personal commitment to Christ and were now trying to make sense of their experience or wondering whether anything had really changed after all. The programme was also now more explicitly Christocentric, beginning with the person of Jesus before discussion of God’s character more broadly, and emphasising that the purpose of prayer and Bible reading was to ‘know Christ better’. However, Algeo and Marnham quickly discovered that, although some who came on Alpha were new Christians, others were not yet Christians, and others perhaps were simply confused. It was not possible to draw clear lines between them and Alpha needed to cater for all these spiritual enquirers. The boundary between discipleship and evangelism was blurred from the beginning.


Soon the course began to grow and divided into smaller discussion groups after the talk, squeezed into the sitting room, the study, and two bedrooms of Marnham’s flat. Marnham’s lodger in 1979 returned one evening to find he could not use the bathroom because there was an Alpha small group meeting there too.100 There were also some early Alpha romances, including between Algeo and Marnham, who were dating by January 1978 and married at HTB in December 1979. Alpha’s global significance could not, of course, be seen at the time, but it was part of the fruit of spiritual renewal beginning to sweep through the congregation. The Marnhams later spoke of ‘the privilege of planting the acorn’.101


Supper Party Evangelism


The year 1979 was the 150th anniversary of the founding of HTB in 1829, so was dedicated as a year of celebrations and intentional evangelism, seeking to use the opportunity ‘to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ’ to friends and neighbours. There was an art exhibition, a festival of flowers and music, lunches and concerts (including with Cliff Richard), culminating in a two-week parish mission in October 1979.102 Turvey initially invited the renowned evangelist David Watson (vicar of St Michael le Belfrey in York) to lead the mission, but he declined because he would only lead an area-wide mission, not a local parish one.103 Instead the missioner was John Collins (vicar of Canford Magna in Dorset, formerly of Gillingham), with his wife Diana.


The initiative was called Step Forward and was designed around evening supper parties, a familiar aspect of Kensington social life. Members of the congregation invited their friends to a meal, at which there would be an explanation of the Christian faith and one or two Christian testimonies. The emphasis was upon informality, friendship, food, and conversations about Christianity in a relaxed environment – key components of what would later become the Alpha ethos. Turvey called it ‘low-key evangelism’.104 He exhorted his congregation:


 


Our aim is to make Christ known. We are ambassadors for Christ. If you feel diffident remember that what Jesus said to his disciples he says to us today: ‘You shall receive power after the Holy Spirit is come upon you and you shall be my witnesses even unto the ends of the earth.’ So may I urge you to open your life fully to the power of God so that he can master you and use you. Remember he has promised to give his Holy Spirit to you if you will but have the courage to ask him.105


 


There were 105 supper parties during the fortnight and the fruit of the mission was seen in a fresh crop of new Christians.106 About 40 people went forward at the final service when Collins invited them to respond to the gospel.107 Turvey celebrated: ‘Many people have taken the great step forward of personal commitment to Jesus Christ as their redeemer and master and are already experiencing a new sense of his presence and his power in their lives.’108 For these new converts, Alpha was already up and running. Those who had not yet made a profession of faith, but wanted to discover more, were directed instead to a new discussion group called ‘Enquirers’.109


Turvey’s ambition was for evangelistic outreach to become a natural part of HTB’s life, embedded within its DNA. Step Forward proved an essential part of that reorientation, and taught members of the congregation ‘to talk simply and personally about our faith’.110 It was followed in May 1980 by an area-wide mission called To London with Love, dubbed a ‘festival of praise’, led by David Watson. Three evenings in Chelsea Town Hall were followed by three evenings in the Royal Albert Hall, including music from the All Souls Orchestra, drama from Riding Lights theatre company, and evangelistic appeals. It was an ecumenical initiative sponsored by the Chelsea Council of Churches, encompassing many denominations including Anglicans, Roman Catholics, Methodists and Moravians, but HTB took the lead. The threefold aims of the festival, Watson explained, were renewal of local church life, unity among Christians, and evangelism to those outside the church – ‘three inseparable strands of Christian mission’. It was also designed to help Christians talk about their faith. ‘Would you be able to tell a friend from the Bible how he or she could find Christ for themselves?’ asked the HTB magazine.111 The congregation were trained in personal evangelism and encouraged to arrange more supper parties in their homes, as well as to invite their friends to Watson’s large-scale events. Mission advertising included posters displayed at nearby London Underground stations – a strategy adopted by Alpha two decades later.112


Peregrine Worsthorne of the Sunday Telegraph was amazed to see the Royal Albert Hall (capacity 5,000) packed with young people, ‘a great milling throng’, though without ‘razzamatazz’: ‘Truth to tell, Mr Watson is something rather special – a spellbinder without histrionic tricks, simply a conventional clergyman with a gift for preaching.’ With sharp political edge, Worsthorne wondered whether the 1980s would witness a revival of orthodox Christianity, hand in hand with Thatcherism, in place of failed ‘secular panaceas’ like socialism, materialism, hedonism, liberalism and progress. He viewed Watson’s mission as a foretaste of this coming evangelical revival:


 


What made him extraordinary was his naturalness; his gift for talking about God as if he did not feel the need to put on a special ecclesiastic-al voice; nor to associate God with fashionable good causes. Unlike so much that passes for Christian teaching today there was no mention of the Third World, unemployment, racial discrimination, poverty, sexual equality or any other contemporary ‘burning issue’. The audience were not asked to enlist in some collective crusade against this or that social injustice; merely to open their hearts and minds to the grace of Jesus Christ, by which act they would attain eternal life. Forget about putting the world to rights; concentrate instead on personal salvation. So old-fashioned, even archaic, is this message that it came across like a flash of revelation, filling the Albert Hall with a dazzling radiance.113


 


To London with Love was deemed a great success. Approximately 18,000 people attended the various events at HTB, Chelsea Town Hall and the Royal Albert Hall.114 About 150 people responded to the evangelistic appeals and went forward to be ‘counselled’ during the mission.115


There was a growing sense of excitement about what lay ahead for HTB. Sandy Millar discerned that the Holy Spirit was beginning to renew the congregation, bringing ‘a new freedom, a new love, a new joy and a new power’, and was opening up ‘wholly new and largely unexplored territory both in our worship of God and in our ministry to others’.116 At the annual church weekend at Ashburnham Place in Sussex, in February 1978, Lucie Bell (a missionary in Burundi) offered a prophetic picture that HTB would become ‘a jewel in Knightsbridge’.117 As the 1980s dawned, this prophecy was remembered as a promise from God that ‘very special’ days lay ahead.118


Growing God’s Family


In July 1980, Raymond Turvey was forced to take early retirement, on doctor’s orders, suffering from debilitating arthritis in his neck.119 This presented a crucial moment for the future direction of HTB. Some older members of the congregation hoped the next vicar would re-establish HTB’s Anglican choral tradition. Others wanted a preacher in the classic evangelical mould of John Stott and Dick Lucas, while still others longed for the early signs of renewal to be fanned into flame. As a united benefice, the appointment lay jointly in the hands of the Bishop of London (patron of HTB) and the Church Pastoral Aid Society (patron of St Paul’s, Onslow Square). The two churchwardens, Charlie Colchester and David Orton, drafted a careful statement of needs to guide the patrons. The next vicar must be ‘a man of vision and proven leadership’, with the gifts to oversee a rapidly growing congregation. He must accept the final authority of the Bible in all matters of teaching and conduct. He must be able to hold together the breadth of HTB’s diverse liturgical traditions, while also being sufficiently ‘socially flexible’ to minister among young professionals and established Kensington residents. Most importantly – in a phrase hotly debated by the PCC – he must be ‘a conservative evangelical personally committed to and experienced in leadership within the charismatic movement’.120 Here for the first time was an explicit merging of two streams within modern evangelicalism – ‘conservative’ and ‘charismatic’. It was the reference to charismatic renewal that worried some, but the PCC eventually agreed it, and it proved critical for HTB’s future trajectory.121


John Collins, fresh from the Step Forward mission, was the ideal candidate. Aged 55, he was closely connected with the post-war evangelical resurgence in the Church of England. His conservative credentials were impeccable – nurtured by the Bash camps, president of the CICCU, curate from 1951 to 1957 under John Stott at All Souls, Langham Place. Collins had strong gifts in evangelism – among the many he led to Christian faith were David Sheppard (later Bishop of Liverpool) and David Watson.122 And yet Collins had also eagerly embraced renewal during the 1960s and 1970s, as vicar in Gillingham and Canford Magna.123 He was known to be an excellent trainer of leaders and a succession of his curates – David MacInnes, David Watson and John Mumford – themselves became prominent in charismatic evangelism and church growth. Sandy Millar called Collins the ‘man who probably knows more about renewal than anyone else’ in Anglican circles.124 The HTB churchwardens were determined that Collins should be appointed and resisted all attempts by the patrons to nominate other people. Informal prayer meetings at HTB beseeched God to sovereignly overrule the patrons’ plans, and Charlie Colchester rejoiced with the PCC that their prayers for the negotiations were being ‘answered in a remarkable way’.125 Soon afterwards, Collins’s appointment was announced, and he was inducted in September 1980. According to one rumour, the Bishop of London only agreed to the nomination because he mistakenly assumed that the clergyman in question was the more famous Canon John Collins of St Paul’s Cathedral, a radical clergyman, pacifist and political campaigner.


By the early 1980s, HTB was ‘growing and expanding in every direction’.126 Growth should be the experience of every Christian community, Collins insisted, even in modern secular Britain. ‘God multiplies’, he taught; ‘God wants his family to grow.’127 Like many city-centre churches, there was a constant turnover of HTB’s younger and highly mobile membership, which created an expectation of regular renewal and a constant stream of new faces and new ideas. This included a growing number of university students from nearby institutions such as Imperial College and the Royal College of Music, though they only stayed for three years before dispersing across the country. Young married couples living in central London often moved away from HTB when the arrival of children and high property prices drove them out into the suburbs or the countryside in search of larger affordable homes. Yet, despite this constant cycle, HTB’s base membership continued to expand. In 1980 there were 41 Bible study groups, rising to 69 by 1983 when the electoral roll topped 800 for the first time.128 There was now such a predominance of young people that some began to worry whether HTB was still able to meet the needs of the over-40s.129


One of the drivers for growth was Collins’s insistence upon a regular pattern of evangelism as integral to HTB’s life – not modelled only by the clergy, but by every member of the congregation. Supper parties remained a key component of that strategy. Building on the Step Forward mission, there was another fortnight of focused supper-party evangelism in November and December 1981 under the banner ‘Holy Trinity at Home’. Congregation members were encouraged to arrange a meal for their friends at which someone would give a brief talk about the Christian faith. As Collins explained: ‘All of us have charming friends who would be unlikely to respond to an invitation to church; but, mellowed by a delicious meal, they might well be prepared to listen to a short and, we hope, attractive presentation of Christianity.’ This would hopefully pave the way for further conversations on spiritual topics and perhaps an invitation to an evangelistic ‘guest service’ at HTB.130 The pattern was repeated in November 1982, with a team of 50 members of the congregation trained as supper-party speakers. ‘How can I introduce my friends to the blessings of God’s kingdom?’ asked Collins. There were of course many possible methods, he explained, but ‘there is no doubt that a carefully prepared supper party is particularly suitable for this area of London’.131


Collins also wanted HTB to help resource other parishes for mission, so that growth would be multiplied across the Church of England. A new training course called Lighthouse was introduced in 1980, led by curate Patrick Whitworth (who had previously been David Watson’s curate in York), to provide both a grounding in biblical doctrine and practical skills in evangelism and public speaking.132 But this training was not restricted to the classroom. Course members all took part in short parish missions and teams were regularly sent out from HTB. Collins saw this as one of the most effective methods to combine discipleship and evangelism, modelled on the way Jesus trained the apostles.133 This ministry was coordinated with Watson’s city-wide festivals. HTB mission teams went to the same locations as Watson, as preparation or follow-up to the main event, helping local churches. Watson returned to the Royal Albert Hall for a ‘Festival of Christ’ in May 1982, hosted jointly by the four largest Anglican evangelical congregations in central London – HTB; All Souls, Langham Place; St Helen’s, Bishopsgate; and St Michael’s, Chester Square.134 But Collins’s ambition was that HTB would send out 20 mission teams a year and thus make a significant contribution to evangelism and renewal across the whole nation.135 ‘We dare to believe’, he proclaimed, ‘that God wants us to achieve great things for him.’136


When Watson decided to move his base of international operations from York to London, he naturally chose to join HTB, warmly welcomed by his old friend and mentor Collins. He was licensed as a ‘public preacher’ in London diocese in September 1982, attached to HTB, though not on the staff. However, there was no time for this promising relationship to develop and it ended almost as soon as it began. In January 1983, aged 49, Watson was diagnosed with inoperable cancer. He and his family found it difficult to settle at HTB, and during a brief period of remission he concluded that God was calling him ‘to a change of direction’, not attached to any one particular church, so the formal link was ended.137 Watson’s death in February 1984 robbed the Church of England of one of its greatest twentieth-century evangelists. It was thus to be another renewalist pioneer and church planter who decisively shaped HTB’s theological trajectory during the 1980s: Watson’s Californian friend, John Wimber.
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Californian Catalyst


When Sandy Millar was asked in the early 2000s to name the three outside influences that had most shaped the ethos of HTB, he replied, ‘John Wimber, John Wimber and John Wimber.’1 Elsewhere he declared that the churches in Britain owed more to Wimber than to any single man since John Wesley.2 Wimber – a Californian musician, pastor, evangelist and church planter, born in rural Missouri – pioneered the rapid global expansion of the Vineyard network throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. Best known for his emphasis on miraculous ‘signs and wonders’ as a tool for church growth, he was a leading proponent of the so-called ‘Third Wave’ of renewal that swept through the churches in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Wimber planted a congregation in 1977 near Los Angeles, associated with the Calvary Chapels and the Jesus People movement, but in 1982 it went independent as ‘Vineyard’ and became the nucleus for a new denomination.


When David Watson visited California on a lecture tour in 1980 he was deeply impressed by his encounter with the Vineyard, especially ‘the indisputable evidence of God’s power to heal, coupled with a lot of biblical wisdom and human sanity’.3 The following year, in June 1981, Wimber was invited to England with a team of young volunteers for ministry at St Michael le Belfrey, York, and St Andrew’s, Chorleywood. These early transatlantic engagements were memorable and sometimes dramatic – at Chorleywood, for example, there was ‘holy chaos’ as many fell down in the pews when hippy evangelist and Jesus People veteran Lonnie Frisbee (part of Wimber’s team) invoked the Holy Spirit.4 Wimber returned the following summer for similar introductions to HTB and to a handful of Baptist churches in Lancashire and London. Nigel Wright (pastor of Ansdell Baptist Church, Lytham St Anne’s) described Wimber’s visit on 19 June 1982 as the occasion when ‘the experience of Pentecost became a contemporary reality’ for his congregation, which had already embraced renewal ‘but this was like going into overdrive’. After a dull lecture by Wimber on the benefits of ‘power evangelism’ as contrasted with ‘programme evangelism’, Wright began to wonder what the fuss was about:


 


But then it happened. After lunch John cut short his lecture proclaiming that it was time to have some fun. He had even brought along his personal funmaker in the guise of an aging hippy called Lonnie Frisbee. Lonnie encouraged us to sing ‘Majesty’ twice and after praying simply invited the Holy Spirit to come. What then happened is exceedingly difficult to describe. Within seconds the inside of our attractive, Edwardian Baptist chapel was transformed into something resembling a battlefield. Holy carnage reigned. Not that I saw much of it because by this time I was flat on my back shaking under the power of the Holy Spirit and calling upon the name of the Lord as I had never done before. Half the church was doing something similar.5


 


Many of the congregation were ‘trembling and shaking, speaking in tongues, calling on the Lord, prophesying’, and some were ‘flapping up and down like fish upon the floor’.6 Men were ‘reeling round as though they were drunk’.7


Ten days later, Wimber and his team of about 20 Californians arrived at HTB for two evenings of teaching and ministry, on Monday and Tuesday, 28 and 29 June 1982.8 He came strongly recommended to John Collins by David Watson. Renewal was already gathering pace at HTB under Collins’s leadership, and the previous year, for example, he had encouraged the congregation to read about the miracles in the New Testament and say to themselves, ‘This could happen to me.’9 Talks on healing were nothing new, promoted for many years at HTB through the Divine Healing Mission. Nevertheless, the encounter with Wimber was transformative, opening new vistas of possibility, and quickly became part of HTB folklore. The dramatic events became globally famous via the Alpha videos on ‘Does God heal today?’, and were often recounted by Nicky Gumbel and Sandy Millar to full comic effect.


On the first evening, HTB’s lay pastors and Bible study leaders gathered in the church’s crypt, in a room called ‘The Spring’. The space had recently been redesigned by Mickie Calthorpe as a ‘little amphitheatre’ with banked seating, ideal for smaller gatherings, named ‘The Spring’ in the hope it would be ‘a constant hidden source of refreshment and strength to the church above’.10 The room was full, with 70 or 80 people, and Wimber began with a short, unexceptional talk on healing. But then he surprised everyone by announcing that they would ‘do some’. Many at HTB were already familiar with the theory – as Millar quipped, ‘I’ve got an attic full of notes on talks on healing’ – but they had seldom been asked to put it into practice in a seminar context.11 This was Wimber’s standard modus operandi. His popular lectures on ‘signs, wonders and church growth’ at Fuller Theological Seminary in California were always followed by an optional ‘clinic’ where students put the lessons into practice, to the consternation of the resident academics.12 In The Spring at HTB, Wimber read out a dozen prophetic ‘words of knowledge’ that had been given to his Californian team, concerning miscellaneous illnesses and injuries, and invited people to respond. One was for an injured elbow, another for a damaged back. But there was an awkward and embarrassed silence when he offered a word of knowledge for ‘a barren woman’ who was trying to conceive. That subject might have been acceptable in laid-back California, but in Kensington it was strictly taboo. Unexpectedly, 25-year-old Sarah Wright stepped forward and said, ‘I think that must be me.’ Her husband, 28-year-old Edward Wright (a chartered surveyor), was as surprised as anyone. They had been married for only three years, and had not yet spoken together about the difficulties of conception, though Sarah had privately begun to worry there might be a problem.13 Wimber’s prayer was simple but startlingly anatomical, naming her fallopian tubes. He laid a hand on Sarah’s head and commanded healing in the name of Jesus. In retrospect, Millar believed that this encounter was a turning point for HTB: ‘I think that was the moment when our church began to grow up. Suddenly it became possible for a beautiful woman in a beautiful church in a beautiful setting to say, in front of all her friends, “All is not well and I would love your help. Please pray for me.” ’14 Nine months later, in March 1983, the Wrights celebrated the birth of a baby boy, the first of five children.


Although many HTB lay leaders experienced increasing faith in God’s miraculous power to heal, others were perturbed by the events in The Spring. The prayers of Frisbee were especially alarming, leading to physical manifestations such as shaking, crying and hyperventilating.15 Nicky Gumbel went home ‘deeply cynical’ about what he had witnessed. On the following evening, 250 people crowded into Church House (HTB’s church hall) to hear Wimber. Nicky and Pippa Gumbel arrived late and the only available seats were in the front row. After a day in court as a barrister, Gumbel was wearing a three-piece pinstripe suit and stiff white collar, and looked, in his own words, ‘very pompous’. The culture clash with the casual style of the Californians was palpable. Again there were words of knowledge, including for ten people with athlete’s foot. Nine stood, but an embarrassed Gumbel, who was also suffering from the ailment, resisted the call and remained firmly seated until Pippa dug him in the ribs. When a member of Wimber’s team approached to offer prayer for healing, Gumbel refused and instead asked for prayer, more generically, ‘for the power of the Holy Spirit in my life’.16 Power was a central theme in Wimber’s teaching, as expressed in his bestselling books Power Evangelism (1985) and Power Healing (1986), and was a major renewal motif.17 So the American volunteer prayed a simple petition for power. Gumbel recalled: ‘What I experienced was like ten thousand volts going through my body. And every time he prayed his prayer, “More power, Lord”, the voltage was turned up and eventually I was saying, “No more power.” ’ A form of shouting match ensued between them. Gumbel was oblivious to anything happening around him and the noise was so disruptive that Wimber instructed, ‘Take him out.’ Overcome by these physical manifestations, Gumbel was carried out through the French windows of Church House into the churchyard. Lest anyone should worry about what was happening, Wimber announced as Gumbel was removed: ‘God’s giving him the gift of evangelism.’18
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