Alpha Principles & Practicalities
By mid 2003 more than 1.653 billion will have never heard of the name of Jesus Christ. By 2025 that figure will rise to an expected 1.845. 

The number of plans to evangelize the world since A.D. 30 to 1900 was 250. By 1970 there were 510. By 2000 that figure has risen to 1,500 and by mid 2003 -1,640. By 2025 it is expected that some 3,000 plans will be drawn up by enthusiastic followers to evangelize the world “in our time.”
1. How many of you have completed an Alpha Course before?

How do you currently “do” evangelism at your church?  Do you have a passion for evangelism?

Alpha is a tool for evangelism.  The question you may have is, “What kind of a tool?”  That’s what I want to touch on today.  I want to be able to answer any questions you have, and I don’t mind being interrupted.

I’ve run about 9 Alpha courses, attended two Alpha Conferences in Texas, and attended two Conferences at Holy Trinity Brompton, the mother church of Alpha.  But what I really want to share with you, is that I have witnessed first-hand how Alpha changes lives, how it has changed my ministry, and why I’m committed to it.

I also want to cover some of the theological underpinnings of Alpha.

2. This verse always comes to mind when I’m doing Alpha . . . Alpha has made me a better priest.

3.  So what is Alpha?

4.  It is a pre-packaged course.

5.  So, what does Alpha do?

6. Equips local church for culturally relevant evangelism through

7. Food & Fellowship, Teaching with Laughing and Fun, Small Group Discussions.  People begin to belong before they believe.  (Give a testimony about Dr. John in Brownsville)

8. Changing lives and Transforming Churches

9. Joan—read her letter

I hope that this letter won’t be too much of a shock to you! I felt I wanted to tell you a little bit more of what is happening to me these days.

I can’t remember just what we talked about when we visited briefly outside the Parish Hall, so if I repeat myself you must excuse me!

I said “No” the first time March told me I should “do” Alpha, but the second time, though my brain wanted to refuse again I found my tongue had said “Yes”, as God obviously took charge, it was certainly a wonderful experience. The teachings and fellowship were inspiring and we also had plenty of fun and laughter. We went to Mo Ranch for our retreat. Whilst there I experienced a healing on my arthritic shoulders – frankly I had never believed in such things before, but I know now what happened to me there and am still amazed and humbled by what the Lord did and how he has changed my life forever. 

I decided that I needed to reaffirm my faith when Bishop Hibbs cam for Confirmation Sunday – that too was a meaningful experience for me, and I am so grateful that I have been able to become active in the life of the church after so many years of being away from it all: as a matter of fact I realize now how much I missed Church.

I am to be a “helper” at Alpha from now on, and am also enjoying being a part of a super “small group” which meets twice a month – surely my cup truly runneth over and my life has completely changed in all directions. With Jesus in my life and my heart it is He who is making all this possible and I thank Him continuously.

Please remember me to Stephanie – I gather from your mother that you are enjoying your new home Church – I have many English friends in Houston, all members of the “Daughters of the British Empire”. Also I was surprised to learn that your Mother has never experienced Alpha – I am to remind her about it frequently, so she will come.

10. Larry—read his letter to his son

My father worked many years in the church as a minister of music, so I grew up as the son of a minister, or as other minister’s children used to stay, “PK” or preacher’s kid. Being a PK meant sitting in the front pew with my mother and brother, being on display everywhere and attending church every time the front door opened.

I grew tired of attending church as a child because the services aimed their messages at adults, with adult lessons and an adult focus. As a boy, I pondered the reasons why people attended church as I sat in the pew, bored with all that went on about me. Since I didn’t find the experience uplifting, I couldn’t understand why people came here each Sunday, month after month, year after year and sat for an hour listening to someone telling them they weren’t perfect and didn’t do the right things in their lives.

I grew to dread Sundays because they meant I would spend the longest hour of the week sitting in the front pew. I searched for mental diversions during the sermon which was delivered to a congregation needing what I now think was a weekly, mainline religion fix for their addiction to an eternal search for salvation from their weekly sins. What those sins were I didn’t know. But the preacher spent most of his time talking about it, so I figured it must be really serious. I certainly didn’t want to be there. As an adult I confessed that my need to seek religious guidance was a chore rather than a pleasure. I still dreaded the 15 minutes of a minister lecturing about sin. I believed it, but somehow I always believed there was something missing. I needed a lightening bolt of faith, strong enough to penetrate deep inside me and affect a healing of my long-suffering heart. 

My answer came in the mail in the spring of 2001 in a letter from the church my wife had attended for many years. A young Episcopalian priest invited me to attend “Alpha”. I was immediately struck by the idea of attending this course, an alternative to the mainstream Sunday services that still seemed to be carbon copies of each other. 
We gathered Thursday nights, shared a meal and fellowship and then received instruction via videotape and small group discussions. I loved it! I found the people sincere and attentive, friendly and caring. The lessons and discussions with people, who were strangers to me at the beginning, allowed me a rare peek into their emotions and spirituality. I left each night feeling inspired. During and after Alpha I noticed amazing changes in so many facets of my personality which impacted my life very dramatically. I learned the power of forgiveness and prayer and the feeling of having God in my life, every second and every minute. The power of these concepts brought incredible changes in my marriage, my work and my self-esteem. The results of this forgiveness brought me a peace I had never known in my 50 plus years of life. A huge weight of resentments and anger disappeared from my shoulders revealing a world full of rainbows with fresh air, and a blue, cloudless sky. I had never known such a feeling of pure happiness. For the Alpha program, which brought this awakening to me, I’m grateful. Now I understand how life can be happy, joyful, passionate and worth living – something I want for each day.

11. St. Bart’s

12. HISTORY OF ALPHA: In May 1993 HTB hosted a conference in London for church leaders who wanted to run the Alpha Course. Over a thousand people came, and hundreds of Alpha Courses began allover the UK as a result. Since then, Alpha Courses have been introduced in the U.S., Canada, and in over 120 countries worldwide. The number of Alpha Courses in operation is growing daily.

13. THE EVOLUTION OF ALPHA:  Alpha has evolved from what was essentially a basic introduction for new Christians to something which is aimed primarily at those outside the church. Alpha began as a home group in 1976 in the living room of Charles Marnham, a clergyman at HTB. Charles had a desire to reach others around him with the simple truths of the Christian faith. He began looking for a means of presenting the basic principles of the Christian faith to new Christians in a relaxed and informal setting. With this goal in mind, he devised the concept of the Alpha Course.
A few people gathered together in his living room each Wednesday evening for a light meal, a talk, and discussion groups. In 1981 the course was lengthened to ten weeks and a weekend added for teaching on the person and work of the Holy Spirit. In 1985, there were about thirty-five people attending each of three annual courses and by 1990 that grew to well over a hundred. By the time Nicky Gumbel took over the Alpha Course in the early 1990s, Alpha was central to the church's life. Since then it has grown to 1,000 people (including the leadership team) on each course.  HTB runs three courses a year.

During his second Alpha Course Nicky made a discovery which transformed the church's approach to the course and later brought Alpha to the attention of other churches.  As he looked around at the 13 members of his small group, he was surprised that besides the three Christian helpers, all other members were non-churchgoers. 

To quote Nicky, “It was astonishing. This group raised all the normal objections: "What about other religions?" "What about suffering?" and so on. We had a stormy first six weeks, but the entire group went on the weekend away. 

At the weekend away, which focuses on the person and work of the Holy Spirit, all 10 announced their Christian conversion. When we came back from the weekend away, we had the most amazing evening listening to all their testimonies. 

This experience transformed my thinking about Alpha. I realized how this simple course in basic Christianity could become a powerful tool for evangelism.”

So, what changes did he make?

“Adjustments, were made in the method of welcome, the atmosphere of the small groups, the food, the seating, the flowers, the sound, and the content of the actual talks. We emphasized that everyone should be allowed to ask any question they liked in their small groups. Nothing should be treated as too trivial, threatening, or illogical. Every question would be addressed courteously and thoughtfully. It also became a policy that the people were given the freedom to return or not. No one was going to pursue them. The course grew quickly-so quickly that the location had to be changed and the Alpha Team of helpers massively increased.” 

14.  GROWTH OF ALPHA 

The course has been steadily growing since 1991. The growth comes through "Friends bringing friends." At the end of each course there is a Celebration Dinner. This is one of the key events for bringing people to the next course. People who are converted on Alpha have a circle of people to bring to the dinner and invite on the next course. People often bring their family and friends to the next Alpha, and that is how it grows. There's little advertising. It's simply "Friends bringing friends." 

This same model is now being used effectively in over 24,000 courses in 130 countries worldwide. An estimated 500,000 people are involved with an Alpha Course somewhere in the world each week. This includes the Alpha Team (those who host and run Alpha) and the guests.

Almost every type of Christian church, including, but not limited to, Anglican, Assemblies of God, Baptist, Christian Missionary Alliance, Congregational, Episcopal, Lutheran, Methodist, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, United Church of Christ, and Vineyard Fellowship is running Alpha. Independent and non-denominational churches also hold Alpha Courses.  Even Willow Creek has just introduced the Alpha Course.

The growth of Alpha worldwide has been phenomenal. Attendance has grown from a total of about 500 people in four courses during 1991 to an estimated cumulative attendance of more than 5 million through 2002. Over 24,000 churches worldwide participate in this program, including almost 6000 churches in the United States. Courses are now running in about 130.

15. Why Does Alpha work?

16. Transforms Congregations

17. Each Session

18. Dinner

19. Talks

20. Small Groups

21. Holy Spirit Retreat

22. Alpha Courses are Flexible

23. Denominations

24. Resources

25. The Principles of Alpha

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. I came to you in weakness and fear; and with much trembling. My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power; so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power: -1 Corinthians 2:1-5 

I am not a natural evangelist.  It’s never been easy for me to talk to strangers, much less my friends, about Jesus Christ. Some people are completely natural evangelists: they find it the easiest thing in the world. (Michael Green—How many people have?)

I had a friend at work—I used to be an architect—who was struggling in his marriage.  One day I asked him out to lunch with the intention of asking him about his faith.  I wanted to help.  I finally got up my never after lunch and asked him, “Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus?”  He answered, “Yes, it’s personal.”  In other words, he didn’t want to talk about it.  And there ended my venture into “personal” evangelism—for the time being.

If we charge around like a bull in a china shop, sooner or later we get hurt or we hurt someone else. Even if we approach the subject sensitively, we may still get hurt. When we do, we tend to withdraw. Certainly this was my experience.  I moved from the danger of insensitivity and fell into the opposite danger of fear. 

Ever since that lunch I’ve looked 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. I was excited to discover that Alpha is evangelism for ordinary people. 

Why does Alpha, which started in central London, operate so effectively in different countries and cultures?  I think it’s because the Alpha Course is based on six New Testament principles, which I want to cover with you. 

26.  PRINCIPLE 1: EVANGELISM IS MOST EFFECTIVE THROUGH THE LOCAL CHURCH 

John Stott, author of many books, including Basic Christianity, has described evangelism through the local church as "the most normal, natural and productive method of spreading the Gospel today." Of course, other forms of evangelism work too. Evangelistic Missions and Billy Graham-style crusades clearly have been greatly used by God. They raise the profile of the church and are still effective means of bringing people to Christ. However, they are more likely to bear lasting fruit if they are based in an ongoing program of local church evangelism, which has the great advantage of continuity of relationships.

EVANGELISM THROUGH THE LOCAL CHURCH: WHAT YOU SEE IS WHAT YOU GET

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 which attracted them in the first place and so they subsequently stop attending. This is one of the reasons that 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.

EVANGELISM THROUGH THE LOCAL CHURCH: MOBILIZES A WHOLE ARMY OF EVANGELISTS

Evangelism through the local church involves not just one great evangelist, or even an evangelist in a team, but a whole army of evangelists. On every one of our Alpha Courses at St. John the Divine we have at least 30 people involved in evangelism. Throughout a whole year perhaps 60 different people are involved. This is excellent training for these people and taps into a resource which might otherwise have remained dormant in the church. 

A recent Gallup poll claimed that only 10 percent of church members in the US are active in any form of personal ministry, but that 40 percent have expressed an interest. Alpha is one way of mobilizing these people.  People are excited to see new people coming to Christ, to welcome them into their congregation, and to see their own part in this process. 

EVANGELISM THROUGH THE LOCAL CHURCH IS FRIENDSHIP-BASED 

If someone becomes a Christian on the course and is filled with the Spirit, they will naturally tell their friends, family, and co-workers. They will say to them, "Come and see! Come to the next course!" Then many more people come to the next course and they all have circles of friends which get penetrated. This 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. This is the way Alpha works. 

THE MORE CHECKOUTS, THE MORE CUSTOMERS

This is a principle of the supermarket. The more churches running Alpha or another evangelism program, the more people who will be reached by Christ. Suppose that out of the 300,000+ churches in America every one was running an effective program of evangelism week in and week out, month in and month out, and year in and year out. Imagine how quickly the continent could be reached for Christ. 

27.  PRINCIPLE 2: EVANGELISM IS A PROCESS 

NEW TESTAMENT EXPRESSIONS 

Conversion may take place in a moment, but it is part of a process. All New Testament expressions of conversion are process words. 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 a onetime event, there is a much longer process before and afterward.  Alpha is a ten-week course involving a total of 15 talks, which includes a weekend away and a Celebration Dinner at the end.

On Alpha we do not expect people to respond to the Gospel after the first week (although some do). We recognize that people need time to think, watch, listen, and talk through their questions and difficulties. Each person begins at a different stage, a different place.

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. Many are still a long way off when they begin Alpha. Some are convinced atheists, some are adherents to other religions or cults. Many are living in lifestyles which are far from Christian.

Alpha welcomes people where they are. Some people will complete the whole course and still not claim to be Christians at the end. Others will give their lives to Christ somewhere on the course. For nearly all of them, Alpha will enable them to take a step forward in their relationship with God.

PROCESS OPERATES AT TWO LEVELS

First: Gradually Seeing The Picture 

First is the level of understanding. The fact there is a process of evangelism in Alpha.  Since Alpha is spread over 15 sessions, it enables us to give more attention to aspects of the Christian faith than one would be able to in one evangelistic talk. 

Nicky Gumbel tells this story: In 1994 I saw a man named Guy standing at the back of the room who looked very uncomfortable 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 11 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 Guy talking to someone else in the group. "Are you coming back next week?" he asked. The other man replied, "Yes, I'll be here." To which Guy 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." 

Second: Building Trust

Furthermore, the fact that Alpha is a process enables trust to develop.  There is a great deal of cynicism, skepticism, and distrust about the Christian church. Many 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 Leaders, they begin to see that the Alpha Team is not "after" anything and they start to listen. 

28.  PRINCIPLE 3: EVANGELISM INVOLVES THE WHOLE PERSON 

Evangelism involves an appeal to the whole person: mind, heart, and will. Each talk is designed to appeal to all three, although in some of the talks the emphasis will be on just one. 

APPEAL TO THE HEAD 

Alpha is designed to appeal to the mind because Christianity is based in history: on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Alpha seeks to persuade with arguments, just as Paul did on so many occasions.  Alpha teaches only what can be established from the Bible and consistently points people to the biblical text.

Alpha does not expect anyone to take a "blind leap" of faith. Rather, as good solid Anglican theology goes, it is hoped people will take a reasonable step of faith based on reasonable grounds. 

APPEAL TO THE HEART 

Secondly, Alpha appeals to the heart.  Alpha’s 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 has written: 

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!"

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. 

APPEAL TO THE WILL

Thirdly, Alpha seeks to appeal to the will. Alpha recognizes that no one can come to the Father unless God calls them. As Jesus said, "No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him" (Matt. 11:27). On the other hand, Jesus went on to say in the very next verse, "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest" (vs. 28). In other words, He called for a decision. 

There is a difference between an appeal to the will and pressure.  Alpha tries to avoid all forms of pressure.  People are not endlessly exhorted or chased after if they do not come back: it is up to them to decide. Over the period of 10 weeks, as we pray and allow the Holy Spirit to do His work, giving people the opportunity to respond, we are, in effect, making a continuous appeal to their wills. 

29.  PRINCIPLE 4: MODELS OF EVANGELISM IN THE  NEW TESTAMENT INCLUDE CLASSICAL, HOLISTIC, AND POWER EVANGELISM 

Graham Tomlin, one of my tutors at Wycliffe Hall Theological College, Oxford, draws attention to three different models of evangelism!  These three are not mutually exclusive and, I believe, the Alpha Course involves all three models.

CLASSICAL EVANGELISM (WORDS) 

First, classical evangelism involves "the proclamation of the unchanging message."  At the heart of Alpha is the proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus Christ: the first talk is about Christ's divinity, the second is about His death on the cross for us, and each talk has at its core some principle of Christian belief and living.

Second, HOLISTIC EVANGELISM (WORKS)

Evangelism and social action go hand in hand. The latter involves both social justice in the removal of injustice, inhumanity, and inequality, and social service in relieving human need, such as hunger, homelessness, and poverty.  Alpha attempts to avoid the dangers of pietism or super spiritualism by teaching and example, believing that evangelism is fundamentally linked to social responsibility.

POWER EVANGELISM (WONDERS)

Third, there is power evangelism, where the proclamation of the Gospel goes hand in hand with a demonstration of the Spirit's power. 

The coming of the Kingdom of God involved not only the spoken proclamation of the Gospel but also a visible demonstration of its presence by signs, wonders, and miracles. Each of the Gospel writers expected these to continue. 

In the Book of Acts this continues beyond the time Jesus was on earth. After the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, there is a remarkable continuation of supernatural power, ranging from speaking in tongues to raising the dead. These demonstrations of power continue right through to the last chapter (Acts 28:7-9). Throughout Acts we see the outworking of this commission. The disciples continued to preach and teach, but also to heal the sick, raise the dead, and cast out demons.

Signs and miracles were a central part of Paul's proclamation of the Gospel (Rom. 15:19). It is also clear from 1 Corinthians 12-14 that Paul did not believe that such abilities were confined to the apostles and he expected the more obviously supernatural gifts of the Spirit to continue in an effective and healthy church.  He described these as being given to different members of the Body of Christ and as being the work of the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:7-11).

Hence I think we should expect today to see the supernatural display of the power of the Holy Spirit as part of His kingdom activity and as an authentication of the Good News. However, we do not draw ultimate attention to the signs and wonders, but to the God of love who performs them.

30.  PRINCIPLE 5:  EVANGELISM IN THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IS BOTH DYNAMIC AND EFFECTIVE 

All my early life I was led to believe that evangelism was hard work that frankly was unnecessary because it was so offensive to people.  I’ll never forget the guy in the elevator asking me if I had been saved.  

Evangelism also appeared really boring to me.  But when I began reading the Bible, especially the Book of Acts, with some seriousness, that’s not the picture I saw at all.

On the Day of Pentecost Peter preached with such power that the people were "cut to the heart" and 3000 were converted in one day.  Then I read in the next chapter of Acts, where a man crippled from birth is miraculously healed and people come running to find out about it.  There are more healings, people are raised from the dead, more people are converted.  People have visions, more people are converted.  The Church is growing rapidly.  Then one of the chief opponents is miraculously converted; more people are converted.  There are more healings, more conversions.  The biblical picture of evangelism is dynamic!  It’s effective!  The church is growing rapidly!

Now don’t get me wrong.  I’m not saying that evangelism is easy.  I don’t believe it is easy to be a Christian.  As we see in Acts, it wasn’t particularly easy for the first Christians.  There was lots of excitement, but it came along with beatings, imprisonment, and crucifixion.  But it wasn’t boring.

The same God is at work today among us. Evangelism can still be dynamic and effective. 

Let me read to you a few answers to questionnaires people answered after taking the Alpha Course.

Here’s one, Kendra:

Were you a Christian when you started the course? - No

How would you describe yourself now? – Like a new shoot that has just broken through the soil, after spending years in darkness.

When and how did the change occur? – On the Alpha weekend, after the talk “How Can I Be Filled with the Holy Spirit?” when we all stood up and the Holy Spirit came into the room. I knew God was real, so I asked Jesus into my heart, and he’s been there ever since.
The next one:
Were you a Christian when you started the course? - No

How would you describe yourself now? – I received total forgiveness and been filled with the Holy Spirit.

When and how did the change occur? – The Holy Spirit  weekend. Need I say more. 

The next one is called Catherine:
Were you a Christian when you started the course? – I thought I was.

How would you describe yourself now? – A Christian

When and how did the change occur? – During the Sunday evening I was filled with the Holy Spirit. I felt a white sheet wipe out of my head. The feeling made me lift my arms in the air.

She says at the end of her questionnaire: Overall I enjoyed the Alpha course and I’ll recommend it to others. I’m hoping my husband will do the next one. Her husband was a total atheist, he had had a really appalling experience at the hands of church hierarchy. Basically he had been abused for many years and he came on the next course, he gave his life to Christ and went on television in Canada and spoke to two million people about the difference Jesus had made and how Jesus had enabled him to forgive the person who had abused him. Thirty-two members of her family have since done the Alpha course.
The next one:
Were you a Christian when you started the course? - No

How would you describe yourself now? – A definite Christian. 

When and how did the change occur? – I had phenomenal experience of the Holy Spirit cleansing me, freeing me, releasing my sins and loving me, giving me a fresh plateau, a new life. It was the 20th February when I really started to live. 

Now these people are excited about Jesus. We don’t have to say to them, “You really must go and tell your friends. It is your solemn duty to evangelize”. They say, “How many people are we allowed to bring to the celebration supper?” 

31.  PRINCIPLE 6: EFFECTIVE EVANGELISM REQUIRES THE FILLING AND REFILLING OF THE SPIRIT 

Jesus told His disciples, "You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth" (Acts 1 :8). On the Day of Pentecost the promise of Jesus was fulfilled and "all of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them" (Acts 2:4).

However, it did not end there. Later on we read of Peter being "filled with the Holy Spirit" again (Acts 4:8). Still later the disciples (including Peter) were filled again (Acts 4:31). The biblical evidence shows that the filling of the Holy Spirit is not a onetime experience. Paul urges the Christians of Ephesus to "be filled with the Spirit" (Eph 5:18) with the emphasis on continuing to be filled.

Sometimes people use the analogy of a glass of water for people being filled with the Spirit. Either the glass is empty or full.  People are not like that.  A better analogy would be a balloon because it can be full of air but then it can be more and more full.

Like all analogies this one breaks down if you take it too far. The point is that we all need more of the Holy Spirit, and Jesus is the only person who has the Holy Spirit without measure.

I think that there can be little doubt that the greatest evangelist of the 20th century was Billy Graham. In an authorized biography John Pollock tells how Billy Graham experienced the fullness of the Holy Spirit while on a visit to England.  At the close of the second day of praying with a Christian friend, Graham said, "I'm filled. This is a turning point in my life. This will revolutionize my ministry."

One of the keys to Alpha is having a team of Spirit-filled people using every gift they possess to lead others to Christ. Those who come to Christ on the course know that a radical change has occurred in their lives because they have been filled with the Holy Spirit. This experience of God gives them the stimulus and power to invite their friends to the next Alpha.  The bottom line regarding the Principals of Alpha:  it’s all about working with and in the power of the Holy Spirit because we simply cannot do it on our own.

32.  If you want to know more about Alpha, a fuller explanation and demonstration will be at the Houston Alpha conference, April 24-25, at Memorial Drive Presbyterian Church.  There are over 40 Alpha Conferences each year around the United States.  I encourage each of you to attend one and see first hand people whose lives are changed.  You can also contact the Alpha Houston Office at 713-960-9701 or check out their website or the Alpha USA website.

I’d like to close with “An Alpha Prayer,” written by my friend Larry from Brownsville, who experienced new life in Christ.

Father, we bring ourselves to you in Thanksgiving.

We offer thanks to You for the privilege of gathering in your name.

We thank you for this program, its teachings and its renewal of our Faith.

We thank you for allowing us to realize our Universal Christian Family,

And how our place in this family allows us to view our world through more loving and compassionate eyes.

Our time together teaches us that all things are possible in Your Name.
We ask your blessings upon the new friendships we’ve found here

And upon all who have renewed our dedication to each other

And to joyfully, fearlessly spread Your love wherever we may find ourselves.

We renew our devotion to You and your teachings.

We renew our love for all mankind, great or small.

We renew ourselves to serving You in whatever manner You choose for us.

We renew ourselves to love for each other, which You would have us do.

We pray for Your guidance and leadership.

We pray for blessings upon those whose love brought us together.

We pray for new friends and new insights to Your teachings.

We pray for the wisdom to live our lives in a manner pleasing to you.

Thank you Lord, for Alpha.

Thank you for our families and our blessings.

Thank you for our Lord Jesus Christ in whose name we pray.

Amen.
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