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Gabrielle Monaghan

A POTENTIAL date with God is coming to a movie screen near you. The Alpha course, the world’s biggest movement dedicated to teaching people about Christianity, is targeting recession- hit Ireland with its first advertising campaign here.  The group, which plans to run glitzy cinema ads starring devotees such as Bear Grylls, the adventurer, hopes to encourage lapsed Catholics and agnostics to join the church by inviting them to meetings where they can discuss the meaning of life. 

Alpha, which claims 16m members worldwide, is moving in on Irish non-believers in a bid to capitalise on what it believes is a vacuum created by the downturn in the economy.

Its plans, however, have raised concerns that it may take advantage of vulnerable people.

Nicky Gumbel, the British vicar behind Alpha, has also been accused of holding extreme views and of being homophobic. Gumbel’s courses are billed worldwide as the most “successful tool” of evangelical Christianity. Usually held in informal settings such as pubs, golf clubs and community halls, they involve attendees having relaxed discussions over a meal or beer about issues such as whether Jesus existed. 

In the cinema campaign Grylls, who fronted Born Survivor for Channel 4, is seen climbing a mountain, Kim Johnson, a model, struts on a catwalk, and Linvoy Primus, a former Portsmouth footballer, is seen scoring a winning goal.  All three wonder aloud: “Is there more to life than this?”

Alpha, which also counts Geri Halliwell as a supporter, now runs 300 courses in Ireland, compared to just 20 at the peak of the economic boom, according to Paddy Monaghan, the national co-ordinator.  “With the end of the Celtic tiger people are starting to ask about the meaning of life and are searching for a purpose,” he said. “Alpha answers the big questions in life and doesn’t push religion down people’s throats.  It’s taken time for it to get accepted in Catholic and Protestant churches,” he added.

 “These courses have been going on for several years in Ireland but they didn’t have the growth here that they had in the UK,” said Susan O’Toole, who organises for Alpha in Deansgrange, a south Dublin suburb. “There really does seem to be an appetite now because people want some hope. We have marriage and parenting courses as well — it’s a whole machine.”

The course does have its sceptics, however. Gumbel is on record calling for the healing of homosexuals and for gays to lead a life of abstinence. Michael Nugent, head of Atheist Ireland, said he is concerned Alpha is taking advantage of vulnerable people.  “Whether they have financial difficulties, are in prison or have difficult marriages, a lot of these people are not in a good place for critical thinking,” said Nugent, who is hosting a conference in June with the biologist and atheist author Richard Dawkins as a speaker. “There’s also the issue that Nicky Gumbel is openly homophobic.”

The media campaign for Alpha’s 10-week course will also include billboard advertising as well as promotions on buses and in local newspapers.  Alpha has already begun advertising on Spirit FM, the Christian radio station.

The campaign will start in southeast Dublin and Wicklow as a pilot programme before spreading to the whole of Dublin next year. Ninety churches from all denominations are being asked to contribute €1,000 each to finance advertising. Alpha also plans to hire a youth worker in June to teach the course to transition year students in secondary schools.

Tanya Casey, a 32-year-old from Dun Laoghaire, took an Alpha course last year. The former agnostic began experimenting with spirituality, including Reiki workshops, in search of guidance after her father’s death.  “I saw pictures of people on an Alpha course on a website who looked like they were having fun,” said Casey, who attends the Vineyard church in Portobello. “I was able to ask questions I’d be afraid to ask in a normal situation. I felt I wouldn’t be welcome in any church because I was living with my partner, who was waiting to get a divorce. But they just prayed with me to speed up the divorce.”
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