
Alpha: A modern day 
success story?

‘Success stories’ in the Christian world are few and far between. For
most of us seeking to make known the name of Jesus Christ, the
work of evangelism is hard in the West today. While blessed in the

past with glorious days when the Lord moved in great power, those days are
now a distant memory. Today few seem to want to listen to the claims of the
gospel. Not many pause to hear of the Saviour of men who has done
everything necessary for the salvation of souls from eternal destruction.
Few, even when they stop to listen, are then converted. There have been
wonderful exceptions. But the general rule remains. Success stories are in
short supply.
It has come as a welcome surprise to many to discover an evangelistic

tool that appears to have gone against the trend. The Alpha Course, a series
of 15 Bible Studies designed to introduce people to the Christian faith and
establish new converts in basic doctrine, has forced itself into the reckoning
simply because of its huge apparent success. With its well-designed logo
and ‘ready-to-use’ format, many churches have been greatly impressed
with its seeming ability to communicate the gospel effectively to today’s
generation. People are wondering whether they should perhaps bring
Alpha into their own churches as a way of boosting their evangelistic
results. Some who might not agree with all the emphases of Alpha are
anxious not to miss out on something the Lord may be blessing. It is a big
issue. What are we to make of the Alpha course?

What’s happening on the ground?
Alpha’s seeming fruitfulness in converting people has been so remarkable
that in many churches it is now the mainstay of their evangelistic
endeavours. Stories abound as to the success that it has brought. Some
churches which had flagged in their outreach programmes have found fresh
inspiration by embracing it and attribute much of the blessing their church
has received to the use they have made of this evangelistic course. Typical
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among the comments from pastors and leaders who are using Alpha in
their churches is the following:

As we draw to the end of our fourth Alpha, it becomes increasingly difficult to put into
words what we see God doing. It is such a thrill to see every single person, including
leaders and helpers, touched and changed by the Holy Spirit. It is simply beyond human
belief.  (Alpha News July 1996, P9)

Reports abound as to the transformation Alpha has brought to rela-
tionships within churches as people have learned to work together.
Believers have been reinvigorated with a zeal to reach the lost. The
following comment is typical:

Alpha has had a profound effect on the lives of the people at our church. Over 100
people have been involved and this has had quite a unifying  effect on the church. It’s as
though, suddenly, everyone has started pulling on the oars at the same time and in the
same direction. It has given a common purpose and momentum to our ministry and
mission and taken us away from an increasingly dangerous state of introversion.
(Alpha News November 1996, P8)

Most important of all, it has, according to many witnesses, established
itself with a proven track record of being able to draw in unbelievers and
seemingly convert them. One user of Alpha reports his satisfaction with
the course:

This evangelist can confidently say that it is the most effective form of evangelism and
nurture he’s ever experienced and anyone can do it. I won’t pretend that Alpha is
easy––it’s been a hard slog, but the Lord is using the church’s efforts throughout the UK
and beyond to reap a  great harvest. (Alpha News November 1996, P8)

This is just one example. Many others believe they are witnessing the same
evangelistic success and seeing an unprecedented number of conversions.

It’s everywhere!
It has to be said that Alpha’s growth and popularity have been nothing
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short of staggering. Beginning as a ‘within-house’ evangelistic and
discipling tool at Holy Trinity Brompton, (HTB), a large and thriving
charismatic Anglican church in west London, its progress has taken it far
beyond the confines of the UK. As this book is being written, the course is
being run in Albania, Bolivia, Finland, Serbia, Namibia, Kenya,
Switzerland and South Korea, and that is to name but a few countries.
There is every reason to suppose that the current list will soon be outdated,
such has been its meteoric rise to prominence and acceptance in the evan-
gelical church.
Using statistics published by HTB in their regular bulletin, ‘Alpha

News’, a conservative estimate of churches conducting the course was put
at more than 200 at the end of 1993 (Alpha News December 1993, P1). By
April 1994, the number of participating churches and Christian groups was
over 400 (Alpha News April 1994, P1). By April 1995, it had reached 1200
(Alpha News April 1995, P1) and a year later in July 1996 it had leapt to
4000 worldwide (Alpha News July 1996, P1). The most recent figure puts
the number of courses at 7500 (Alpha News March 1998, P1). Estimates of
the number of peoplewho had done Alpha run as follows:

1991 600
1992 1000
1993 4500
1994 30,000
1995 100,000
1996 250,000
1997 500,000

(Alpha News February 1997, P1)

Even allowing for some over-reporting, it is highly likely that these
figures underestimate the number of people participating since not all
churches register. From whatever angle one looks at it, the impact of Alpha
is literally world-wide.  
Events are periodically organised in order to raise the profile of the

course and guarantee its continued expansion. An ‘Alpha National
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Weekend’ was held on 13-14 January 1996 when more than 45 bookshops
promoted the Alpha materials simultaneously with 30 Alpha training
courses, whilst 250 churches held special guest services to promote the
course (Alpha NewsMarch 1996, P4). National media campaigns in the
UK have also been planned, and a general mobilisation of participating
churches has been called for in order to advertise Alpha throughout the
nation. Alpha News is used to show the growth and development of the
course, to report testimonies and convey any favourable comment that can
be garnered from church leaders and theologians. Posters, sweatshirts, T-
shirts and car stickers are available, as well as videos of the course itself and
manuals for leaders. Training days are regularly held for those who want to
know about the course and how to hold Alpha in their own churches.

What do the ‘experts’ say about Alpha?
Alpha has not been without some very well-known champions and
supporters. Each copy of the Alpha News lists these. Among those who
have endorsed the course are: 

George Carey, the Archbishop of Canterbury
David Hope, the Archbishop of York
Alistair McGrath of Wycliffe Hall, Oxford and Regent College, Vancouver
Luis Palau, international evangelist
J.I. Packer of Regent College, Vancouver.
The late John Wimber of the Association of Vineyard Churches
R.T. Kendall of Westminster Chapel
Joel Edwards of the Evangelical Alliance

This is just a representative sample. Two whole pages of Alpha News are
sometimes given over purely to the comments of church leaders.
Denominations that support Alpha include Anglican, Methodist, Baptist,
Roman Catholic and ‘new churches’. Why do so many lend their weight to
the course? Because:

a) It works!
This appears to be the main reason that is cited.
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We find for example, John James, President of the Baptist Union, speaking
well of the course in these words:

I commend the Alpha course because I know that many hundreds of our Baptist
Churches are finding it very helpful in reaching rank outsiders to the local church. 
(Alpha News February 1997, P29)

Steve Chalke of Oasis Trust agrees with this:

Alpha is the most effective and transferable introductory course to the Christian faith
that I know. (Alpha News February 1997, P29)

Quite simply, people believe Alpha works.

b) A tool for our day
Others have been impressed by the seeming ability of the course to commu-
nicate with today’s culture. Rev Canon Robert Warren, National Officer
for Evangelism, remarks:

One of the most significant developments in evangelism in recent years. Alpha is a
proven, thoroughly tested, well researched, marvellously presented way of communi-
cating the gospel in today’s culture. (Alpha News February 1997, P29)

This was the late John Wimber’s view as well. 

Alpha is ingenuous in the way that it brings people into a private setting by invitation.
So you are accommodating the 20th  Century culture in a  very manageable and func-
tional way and I am thrilled with it.  (Alpha News February 1997, P29)

The ‘relevance issue’ is felt then by many to be one of the main
advantages with Alpha. It has something to say which will be heard by
people living in the post-modern world at the end of the twentieth century.

c) It’s cringe-free!
Another benefit people feel about Alpha is its ability to bring non-
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Christians under the sound of the gospel without them feeling threatened.
The use of a meal beforehand, the ‘low-key’ approach, and the
employment of humour make this possible along with the openness to
questions and the important part that interaction in small groups plays.
This impressed Joel Edwards, Director General of the Evangelical Alliance:

The great command to make disciples of all people is still relevant today. Alpha
provides us with a contemporary response to cringe free evangelism which deserves the
increasing profile it is currently receiving. (Alpha News February 1997, P29)

Fiona Castle remarks,

I am delighted to commend the Alpha course as a totally non-threatening yet chal-
lenging way of presenting the gospel. (Alpha News February 1997, P29)

Gerald Coates takes this further still by saying, ‘The course is fun and
unthreatening–just like our Lord Himself!’ (Alpha News February 1997,
P29) The strength of the course lies then, for some at least, in the fact that it
avoids the ‘threatening’ approach of other evangelistic methods and avoids
making people ‘cringe’.

Taking a second look
This book would not be necessary if everything that has been so far written
could be taken at face value. Any Bible-believing Christian with a concern
to reach this unbelieving world would be delighted to know of a course that
was seeing the regular success which the Alpha course is claiming. Its
published statistics would be allowed to tell their own story and this book
could have finished here with a hearty recommendation to start an Alpha
course in every church in the land as soon as possible.  
But there are questions that do have to be asked. Are we hearing the whole

story? Are there details that we are missing and which would put things in a
different light? Does the Alpha course actually achieve the success which its
users and supporters make out for it? How does it actually work? And
perhaps the most important question of all, is Alpha an authentic presen-
tation of the gospel? Does it really communicate the truths of the gospel? 
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