Say "No" to Alpha
"Are You An Alpha Church?" I am probably not alone in having been asked this question by first-time visitors to our church.  I always gave the honest answer, “No”; and I could be reasonably sure from experience that I was not going to see that person again.  Probably that in itself would be enough to convince me that we were right not to offer Alpha courses, but there are other more important reasons, and I would like to explore them a little.
I know this can be a sensitive issue. I raised it at a Baptist ministers’ meeting and was genuinely surprised by the very strong reaction to any suggestion that Alpha Courses might be doing churches more harm than good. However, it is my honest opinion that they are harmful.
Let me begin by sharing with you an experience of mine. I was considering moving to another church. I went to meet their deacons. The church secretary provided light refreshments and while I waited he gave me the leaflet given to every prospective member. When I looked at it I knew that unless something radical happened in the next few hours I could not be their minister, because I could not become a member.  Every intending member had to sign an A5 sheet of about 20 doctrinal statements which apparently expressed the faith of this particular church. I know some Baptists have embraced creeds, but I do not, especially if they are used to decide who can be counted as a member of the Body of Christ. Can you imagine Jesus saying to anyone, “Before you get involved with me, I want you to sign up to 20 doctrinal statements.”?  In my heart I knew no one else could, or should, even try to put what it means to have faith in Jesus on an A5 sheet of paper. All the love and wonder and goodness and mystery and pain of God reduced to a selective shopping list of dogma!

It came as little surprise that the first question put to me at the deacons’ meeting was, “Do you believe that Genesis Chapter 1 is literally true?” The tone of the question, and body language of the questioner indicated the expected answer, “Yes”, whereas my given answer was, “Oh no, I think it is so much more exciting than that”.  The next day I had a phone call from the church secretary who obviously spoke with sincerity when he said, “Ted, we’ve decided not to invite you to be our minister, but we would like to thank you for one of the most challenging deacons’ meetings we have ever had. We felt, however, that if we called you, you would shake this church up too much.”  There are church people, and others, who want certainty and security – but if we give these to them, are we genuinely sharing with them the spirit of Jesus? I think not.
I watched my 15 month old granddaughter standing in the garden, just looking at the world around her and feeling the wind in her face which was almost blowing her over. Her eyes were windows reflecting and absorbing the wonder of being. I dared to hope I still have some of that in me and prayed that no one would educate out of this young soul the child whom Christ could cherish. Peter Neilson said “Christianity is not a fixed state, but a journey – ‘Follow me’ are words about movement and change to explore new territory beyond our comfort zones” (Christian Spirituality: Changes in the Inner Landscape ET.117:7:277 April 2006), and David Lyall  in similar vein makes the point that learning to live with uncertainty is surely the true nature of Jesus’ call to follow his way; and the key to discovering (or rediscovering) life itself as a mysterious adventure. (The Integrity of Pastoral Care SPCK 2001)
In contrast the Alpha course sets out quite clearly what is necessary in order to be a follower of Jesus, replete with proof texts. The church I visited “with a view” would undoubtedly be very happy with the principles of Alpha. It is an excellent cloning tool. Alpha also assumes that there are those who “know” what it means for any individual to put their trust in God, or at least the minimum requirements of belief, whereas the gospel records suggest that Jesus never had a universal, one-size-fits-all set of beliefs, or pre-determined pattern of behaviour.  At its worst Alpha is a new form of Gnosticism. People need to be initiated into certain prescribed codes and behaviours. This has often been the temptation of church “professionals”; pretending they know what others need to believe and demanding consensus. So churches become a monotone company of people who, instructed and directed by their "leaders", all apparently think the same. This effectively prevents the church being a body of people who meet to share, and grow through incredibly diverse experiences and thoughts; and whose common factor is that in spite of all life’s uncertainties and their genuine differences they nonetheless put their trust in God and in each other.
Alpha belongs to situations and times when authority figures have or had general acceptance. In this milieu the priest or “leader” is in effect a guru, possessing knowledge and the master of rituals which others need for their salvation. There is still a niche market offering courses for those who wish to inhabit such a world. Consequently some churches can claim “success” for Alpha courses, because they can be an effective mechanism for recruiting such people. But they are in effect a denial of the better insights of post-modernity. Many people may well find Alpha an insult to their intellectual integrity and steer well clear, because it offers a pretended certainty and a well defined meta-narrative. Alpha also has an unfortunately high profile, with the consequence that some may believe Christianity as a whole still inhabits this bygone pre-modern age and is therefore irrelevant. My contention is that Alpha is not only non-relevant in a post-modern world, but is also less than Christ-like.
I first put these thoughts together in Holy Week. No doubt like you, I had been reflecting on the cry of dereliction from the cross. In such a cry there is the ultimate expression of uncertainty, perhaps the only credible response by anyone who takes into their heart and mind something of the pain and suffering in the world. It is no coincidence that it is often people in mid-life who start to question the certainties they were fed in younger days, because it is often only in mid-life that the reality of pain and death becomes personally relevant. For me, the cry of uncertainty born our of anguish is not only post-modernity at its best, but also the ultimate expression of faith – because the cry is of someone who hangs naked in every sense, and this death – like every other death - is the destruction of the curtain of the Holy of Holies, of all claims to certainty, or to privileged information concerning where and how each person might seek and find God for themselves.  Hagberg and Guelich (The Critical Journey Word Publishing 1989) suggest, “Living with uncertainty we live with a deeper confidence that God is God while other things may seem more provisional”. Part of the honest and exhilarating role of a pastor is to share in a quest for truth that is better lived than stated; and to be with those who discover that truth is more complex than they may previously have been led to believe: people who need to find new ways of believing, or new paths to faith.
Running courses may make us feel that we are helping to make disciples. The reality may be that we are adding numbers to the church roll, but denying the freedom of the spirit to lead someone in a totally different direction in their particular following in the way of Jesus. As Gerard Hughes puts it in God of Surpises (Revised 2008 edition), "We .. rely on what other people tell us. We then surrender our freedom and become slaves to those who can convince us they know the vital answers; our own experience becomes an irrelevance and we are locked into religious infantilism."
I contend that Alpha, and a number of other similar courses imprison the spirit in predetermined beliefs and behaviours. God is spiritual. Like the wind once you put what is spiritual into any kind of box it loses its force and its true purpose. I was told that Alpha is really okay, because you can shape the course to fit your own particular church’s way of thinking. Well, it does not matter what shape the box is, or what name you give it, it is still a box. To quote Nielson again, “God is ultimately a mystery, not to be boxed or defined. This …relates well to the post-modern world of juxtapositions and choices where diversity is celebrated.” In a post-modern world “thinking outside the box” is highly valued. Is that not what Jesus did in his generation?  And if so, this must be what we should be encouraging in ours – beginning with ourselves.
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