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At the end of the 1990’s it was clear that the Irish church was facing many challenges.  There were many scandals, practice rates had fallen by 20% in the previous six years and many young people regarded the faith as irrelevant.  There was evidence too that many of those who still attended weekly mass were sacramentalized but not truly evangelized.

While traditional parish missions and novenas had made a positive contribution, they were usually attended by the converted. Meanwhile the lapsed and the un-churched remained untouched. Clearly something new was needed. So in 1998 Catholics organized a conference, with Archbishop Connell’s approval, which introduced Alpha to Ireland.

Alpha, which has been attended by over a million people in Britain, is a ten week course which looks at some of the basic doctrines of the Christian faith. Participants meet one evening a week and have a day or weekend away together in the middle of the course. It is devoted to teachings about the infilling of the Holy Spirit. An Alpha evening begins with a simple meal. This is followed by a short talk (approx. 45 mins). The talks are available on video, audio cassette or can be given by a live speaker, using material in the book Questions of Life, by Nicky Gumbel. Then the audience breaks into small groups (approx. 8-12 people) to discuss the talk and questions arising from it. Ideally, the groups remain the same throughout the course.

This basic evangelization course was developed by the staff at Holy Trinity Brompton, a vibrant Anglican church in Knightsbridge, central London. Alpha is aimed primarily at those who have little or no knowledge of the Christian faith, i.e. the un-churched and the lapsed. It is also helpful for those who wish to explore their faith more deeply As the course is parish-based, those coming to a new faith in Christ or coming back to such faith, are then able to continue their spiritual journey in the local church, sometimes within the context of a parish cell group of the kind pioneered by Fr. Michael Hurley of Dublin Diocese. Alpha can benefit the parish in a number of ways, not only by providing an effective tool for evangelisation, but also helping to reach those who are alienated from the Church, feeding RCIA and other programmes, supporting the on-going process of adult formation helping to build community, encouraging people to become more involved in the liturgical life of the parish, and encouraging an ecumenical attitude.

A slightly arbitrary acronym can be used to describe Alpha. A is for anyone. Anyone can come to the sessions. It is aimed at the un-churched and the lapsed in particular. It is pre-catechetical and a good preparation for the RCIA. L is for laughter. Alpha courses are fun. They are entertaining as well as informative. The talks contain jokes and humorous anecdotes. P is for pasta. We ate spaghetti dish at the very first Alpha meeting I attended. In other words the course centres around shared meals. They are usually quite modest. H is for helping. Alpha is a process, where people assist one another, e.g. believers help those who are struggling to believe. A is for asking anything. Participants are encouraged to ask questions within a context of acceptance and respect. Since the introduction of the Alpha course into Ireland it has been running, with considerable success, in parishes all over the country.

A few weeks ago Alpha Ireland took another positive step forward when a group of interested clergy and lay people decided to set up a new National Alpha Office, appoint a board of directors, nominate a chairman, and select a part-time coordinator and agree on an annual budget. The Alpha Office will support local parishes in the running of Alpha courses, develop regional structures for the growth and strengthening of Alpha, provide effective Alpha training through regional days and conferences, start prison, youth and student Alpha, and ensure that relevant resource materials such as books, tapes and videos are readily available through religious book-shops.

Before his return to the Father, Jesus said: “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation Mk 16:15. Paragraph 905 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church says that, “fulfil their prophetic mission by evangelization.” It then goes on to add; “the true apostle is on the lookout for occasions of announcing Christ by word, either to unbelievers, or to the faithful.” Alpha hopes to respond to those words by means of the re-evangelization of Ireland and the transformation of society. You could participate in this idealistic mission by logging on, to: www.alpha.org.uk or to: www.catholicevangel.org/alpharesources.htm a very good site about Catholic Alpha. You may also contact mailto: patrickcollinscm@eircom.net to request someone from the Alpha office to visit your parish to talk about the principles and practicalities of the course.

