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INTRODUCTION
Parishes are increasingly seeing the value of courses that introduce or nurture Christian faith. Both The London Challenge documents have highlighted their value. But so far the response has been mixed. Some parishes have plunged right in. Others have dipped a toe in the water. Still others have retreated to the changing rooms. 

You will find here an overview of courses in the Stepney Area. From data analysis and case studies, we build a picture of what works and what does not. The aim is to support parishes in the task of creating and sustaining nurture course programmes.

The review group wishes to thank everyone who helped to produce the report – both by questionnaire and interview. As Chair, I am grateful to the review group members for their hard work and enthusiasm. In particular, the report would not have been possible without Lawrie Pattinson. 
This is a small contribution to the development of a vital area of Christian ministry. How we move forward together is up to all of us.

Alan Everett
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Review Group     Sharon Connell, David Driscoll, Irena Edgcumbe, Alan Everett (Chair)
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Our research has shown that many parishes struggle to:
· attract to their courses enquirers from outside the church community
· form course leadership teams 

· build and sustain programmes of continuing evangelism, nurture and education.
The review group recommends that:
1. Deanery synods and clergy chapters study this report, and in the light of their own experience feedback on its recommendations to Area staff. (The Area office will produce a discussion document for deanery synod after Easter.)
2. Neighbouring parishes explore the possibility of running courses together.
3. Parishes with experience of running nurture courses offer mentoring and support to others.
4. Clergy share this report with course leaders and helpers, both now and in the future.

5. The Area office trains parishes and leaders how to build an adult education strategy and run nurture courses.

6. The Area office facilitates a mentoring and support process across parishes. 
7. The Area office produces publicity material (posters/banners) with a Stepney logo, that can be locally adapted by parishes. 
8. The Area office continues to seek suitable partners for its own delivery of adult education. 
1.   GETTING STARTED
The first commitment in The London Challenge was ‘to develop a programme in the spirit of Alpha and Emmaus in every parish and chaplaincy to help people find faith and grow as disciples of Jesus Christ.’ The London Challenge 2007-2012 further states, ‘We attach a high importance to the provision of courses in discipleship and apologetics.’ 

In line with these documents, this report defines ‘nurture’ courses as those courses which aim to help people: 

· to find faith 

· to grow as disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Churches often work with mixed groups. Introductory courses can sometimes attract long-term churchgoers who feel under-confident about the basic doctrines of Christianity. More detailed courses can be useful for people whose commitment is uncertain, but who are interested in going deeper. Nevertheless, it is important that course leaders have a clear aim.

Those who participate in nurture courses may be:
· enquirers who have been brought by friends or evangelistic outreach
· newcomers to the church
· fringe church members
· more established church members 
· those who want to learn about specific subjects.

It is difficult – if not impossible – to meet the needs a wide range of people on one course. Effective planning inevitably involves a degree of targeting. Even so, groups can sometimes be more diverse than their leaders originally intended. A sense of freedom in the group interaction is always a good basis for learning; when there is a mixed group this is even more desirable.
Although many churches direct people straight to Christianity Explored, Alpha and Emmaus (Stage 2) material, all three courses assume a certain amount of prior knowledge about Christianity. Churches seeking to make contact with those from a non-Christian background need to bear this in mind. 

Helpful guidance about ‘contact’ issues can be found in the Emmaus (Stage 1) Contact Booklet. Alpha and Christianity Explored offer helpful training and useful introductions, such as an unthreatening open pre-course ‘Alpha supper’. Some initial preparatory contact with newcomers is desirable for even the most immediately accessible courses – such as Start! and Essence.
The value of having proper prior contact with participants – especially newcomers and those on the fringes – cannot be overstated. This is a ‘one-off’ time to clarify both their expectations and what the course offers. As the course unfolds, parishes need to have a contingency plan for making contact with those who stop attending, or who seem to have issues with the group or the material. An evaluation should conclude the course; and participants should be asked what they would like to do next. Good communication is at least as important as the course content; and this must be done sensitively, honestly and with integrity.
One way of defining the aims of a course is for the leaders to decide in which category it belongs:

· Short course (a good starting place for enquirers/newcomers) 
· Nurture course (suitable for some newcomers, fringe and more established church members) 
· Growth course (suitable for those who want to explore an area in greater depth.)
Broadly speaking, the most well-known courses fall into the following categories:

· Short courses: 


Start! and Essence are both simple introductory courses of six weeks. These 
courses may be attractive to parishes who want to expand their adult education 
provision in a contained way. However, they have a more limited content than the 
nurture courses mentioned below. Some parishes choose to begin with a short 
course before moving onto a nurture course. 
· Nurture courses: 

The most popular Stepney nurture courses are Alpha and Youth Alpha, Emmaus 
(Stage 2) and Youth Emmaus, Christianity Explored and New Step.
· Growth courses: 

Some nurture courses offer follow-on material. The most systematic is
Emmaus Growth (Stage 3). It may be difficult to pick your way though other 
courses, because much of the content is quite specialised, and ad hoc. New 
Step may be seen as a growth course. A number of growth courses are run 
elsewhere. The most accessible of these are the occasional courses run by the 
Stepney Area office (eg Growing in Knowledge of the Bible, Prayer and 
Spirituality, Christian History), and at St Katharine’s Foundation.   
When planning a nurture course, it is good practice to form a follow-up plan, for at least two reasons:
(i)   Some churches have referred to the difficulty of integrating newcomers into the

main body of the church. They may have attempted to resolve this with ongoing ‘pastorates’, or groups that seek to develop the core friendships established in the initial course.
(ii)  The evaluation of courses often reveals a wide range of hopes for further learning. Ultimately, these expectations can only be met if churches build teams of leaders and helpers.
2.  WHAT ARE THE MAIN COURSES?

1. Alpha
The Alpha Course is an eleven week course, including an introductory ‘taster’ evening, and a weekend or day away in the middle. It was developed at Holy Trinity, Brompton and so comes from the evangelical charismatic tradition. It aims to be an introduction to the Christian faith, open to everyone, but with a particular focus on those who are new to Christianity. The evening begins with a meal, followed by a 40 minute talk (available on video/DVD), and exploratory small group discussion.

The session topics are:

Introductory session – Christianity: boring, untrue and irrelevant?

Session 1 – Who is Jesus?

Session 2 – Why did Jesus die?

Session 3 – How can I be sure of my faith? 

Session 4 – Why and how should I read the bible?

Session 5 – Why and how do I pray?

Session 6 – How does God guide us?

Weekend Away 
Who is the Holy Spirit?

What does the Holy Spirit do?

How can I be filled with the Holy Spirit?
How can I make the most of the rest of my life?

Session 7 – How can I resist evil?

Session 8 – Why and how should we tell others?

Session 9 – Does God heal today?

Session 10 – What about the church?
Alpha conferences prepare new leaders well. The central Alpha course advertising and publicity can provide participants, and local recruitment is helped by the success of the Alpha brand. The Alpha material is flexible and easy to use. The model of building relationships in small groups is helpful (if not essential) and provides ‘safe places’ to ask questions.

However, some Stepney churches have had to adapt Alpha, not least because it is considered too wordy and needs to be more interactive. Some content has raised concerns – for example, little sacramental teaching, and a very strong emphasis on the Holy Spirit.  

The Alpha meal is challenging for some churches – especially when the common local cultural practice is not to chat with relative strangers over a meal. The follow-up can also be challenging in the Stepney context. 

Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Mark, Tollington Park (Pete Bellenger)

St Paul, Shadwell (Ric Thorpe)

St John, Upper Holloway (Karowei Dorgu)

Upper Holloway Team

St Mary, Islington

Christ Church, Highbury 

St Jude, Mildmay Grove

St Mary Magdalene and St David, Holloway

St Stephen, Canonbury

Christ Church, Spitalfields

St Anne, Limehouse.
St James Prebend Street (Evan Jones), All Saints Poplar and St Mary Stoke Newington have run Alpha courses less regularly, but have adapted them to a catholic perspective.
1a. Youth Alpha
The ‘syllabus’ of Youth Alpha is almost identical to Alpha. However, the style could not be more different, particularly ‘Alpha-Active’ and ‘Alpha-Lite’.

The session topics are:

Introductory session – Christianity: boring, untrue and irrelevant?

Session 1 – Who is Jesus?

Session 2 – Why did Jesus die?

Session 3 – How can I be sure of my faith? 

Session 4 – Why and how should I read the bible?

Session 5 – Why and how do I pray?

Session 6 – How does God guide us?

Weekend Away  


Who is the Holy Spirit?

What does the Holy Spirit do?

How can I be filled with the Holy Spirit?

Session 7 – How can I resist evil?

Session 8 – Why and how should we tell others?

Session 9 – Does God heal today?

Session 10 – What about the church?

The style embraces good practice in modern church youth work and education. The Leaders Guide and CD-ROM offer detailed help in planning and running a Youth Alpha course. This is crucial reading. You will need to decide which ‘stream’ to use. 
Stream 1 ‘Alpha-Tech’
60 – 90 minute sessions

Teaching style: Abstract    



Recommended Age Group: 15-18 

Presentation Tools: Multimedia    


Youth participation: Discussion

Preparation level: High.

Stream 2 ‘Alpha-Active’
60 – 90 minute sessions

Teaching style: Concrete 



Recommended Age Group: 11-14

Presentation Tools: Visual aids and drama         
Youth participation: Activity

Preparation level: High.

Stream 3 ‘Alpha-Lite’
30 minute sessions 

Teaching style: Relaxed  



Recommended for schools Presentation Tools: Story  



Youth participation: Exploration Preparation level: Low

Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Mark, Tollington Park (Pete Bellenger)

St John, Upper Holloway (Karowei Dorgu)

St Andrew, Upper Holloway

St Mary, Upper Holloway

St Mary, Islington

Christ Church, Highbury 

St Mary Magdalene and St David

St Mark, Dalston.
2. Emmaus
Emmaus is a series of course materials. As the name suggests, these are seen as a journey in different stages.  

Stage 1 encourages churches to think creatively about casual contacts (the material is not as developed as the nurture course).

Stage 2 offers a fifteen week nurture course. The topics include:

Part 1: What Christians Believe
1. God is there and he matters

2. We need God in our lives

3. Jesus – his ministry and death

4. The resurrection of Jesus

5. The Holy Spirit

6. Becoming a Christian
Part 2: How Christians Grow
7.
Learning to pray

8.
Reading the bible

9.
Belonging to the church

10.
Sharing holy communion

Part 3: Living the Christian Life
11.
Living God’s way

12.
Serving the Lord

13.
Your money and your life

14.
Learning to love

15.
Sharing the faith.
Stage 3 provides a variety of further courses to deepen discipleship; and bible study guides for individuals and small groups. Some Stepney churches have followed up Alpha courses with Emmaus material.  

There are no meals on the nurture course, and no weekend away. A variety of educational methods are used to enable discussion and exploration.   

Stepney churches have appreciated the Emmaus focus on the journey of faith. The flexibility of the material is valued, especially when literacy is not uniformly high (although some still view it as too wordy).  However, more preparation time and organization is needed than for Alpha. Since Emmaus does not have as high a profile as Alpha, more time may be spent encouraging people to participate.

Stepney churches usually feel that Emmaus aligns well with Anglican tradition, with an appropriate place being given to the sacraments and to embedding experience in the church. 
Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Silas, Pentonville 

Holy Redeemer, Exmouth Market

Christ Church, Highbury

St Thomas, Clapton (Marjorie Brown)

St John of Jerusalem

St Mary, Stoke Newington

St Matthew, Bethnal Green

All Saints, Poplar.
2a. Youth Emmaus
Youth Emmaus is based on Stage 2 Emmaus. It is aimed primarily at young people aged 11-16 who want to find out about the Christian faith:  

· those who are preparing for baptism and confirmation

· those on the fringes
· those who want to explore.
As with the adult version, Youth Emmaus takes young people on three part journey.

Part 1:  What Christians Believe
1.   Knowing God 
(i) Is there anyone out there? 

(ii) Your secret life with God

(iii) Jesus – his life and ministry

(iv) Jesus – his death and resurrection

(v) Holy Spirit – our life and breath
Part 2: How Christians Grow
2. Prayer – one to one with God
3. The bible – the world’s bestseller
4. The church – what a great body!
5. Holy communion – the bread of life
6. Becoming a Christian – stand up and be counted
Part 3: Living the Christian Life
7. Your kingdom come – God’s priorities for the world
8. All you need is love – relationships
9. Living it and giving it – your money and your time
10. Living it and giving it – sharing faith.
Youth Emmaus aims to connect with youth culture in a post modern world. The learning style is fairly active.

The course has leaders’ notes and handouts which may be either photocopied or printed from the CD-ROM. Material is provided for a model 60 minutes, although 90 minutes is recommended – allowing time for refreshments, warm-ups and other activities.

There is an optional session after Session 10 called Hot Potatoes!:
· if God is so good why is there so much suffering?
· whose God is it anyway?
· heaven and hell – what happens when we die?

As with all work with young people, careful preparation is required. Sessions work best if there is a team involving at least one specialist youth leader. 

Youth Emmaus has been especially valued by Stepney churches as a confirmation course.

Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Thomas, Clapton (Marjorie Brown)

St John of Jerusalem
St Matthew, Bethnal Green

All Saints, Poplar

St Dunstan, Stepney.
3.  Christianity Explored
Christianity Explored is a ten week course, with a weekend or day away in the middle. It is based on Mark’s gospel. It was developed from All Souls, Langham Place and so comes from a conservative evangelical tradition. The course is targeted at those who are interested in exploring the Christian faith, but it would be just as suitable for those looking for a ‘refresher’ course.  
Each evening begins with a meal, followed by a talk (available on video/DVD), concluding with small group discussion. The outline of the course is:

Week 1: Introduction

Week 2: Jesus – Who was he?

Week 3: Jesus – Why did he come?

Week 4: Jesus – his death

Week 5: What is grace?

Week 6: Jesus – his resurrection

Weekend away 

Exploring Christian life

The church

The Holy Spirit

Prayer

The bible

Week 7: What is a Christian?

Week 8: Continuing as a Christian

Week 9: Choices – King Herod

Week 10: Choices – James, John and Bartimaeus

The Christianity Explored material is well prepared and easy to use. In addition to the video/DVD material, there are excellent workbooks.

Stepney Area churches have appreciated the emphasis on reading the bible; and the time given to understanding Jesus and his ministry.  

Christianity Explored has been most popular with churches that are seeking ‘more balance’, that is, a better sense of the bible and less emphasis on the Holy Spirit.  However, the course does not explore sacramental teaching, and some churches have found its strong emphasis on sin and human depravity difficult.

As with other courses, Stepney churches have had to adapt the material. They have sometimes found the videos/DVDs too long, wordy, culturally alien, and insufficiently interactive.

Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Augustine, Highbury (Clive Main)

St James, Clerkenwell (Andrew Baughan)

Emmanuel, Tollington

Upper Holloway Team

All Saints, Poplar

St Paul and St Mark, Old Ford

St Anne, Limehouse (Gordon Warren)

St Peter’s Barge.

4. Start!

Start! is a six session introduction to the Christian faith, developed by Robin Gamble and produced by CPAS. In Stepney, it has been most often used as a pre-nurture course (eg. pre-Alpha or pre-Emmaus). The sessions are interactive, using a mix of clips from the course video, discussion activities, and meditation type activities. Like all courses, it invites questions and discovery.

Each session lasts an hour, and the outline of the six sessions is:

Session 1: Life is for living – a general introduction to the course and the concept of journey

Session 2:  Oh my God! – an introduction to God and whether he exists

Session 3:  Jesus who? – Jesus as an authentic, historical person, divine and human

Session 4:  What’s gone wrong? – exploring the concept of sin

Session 5:  Dying to save us – the cross and resurrection

Session 6:  Into the arms of love – advocating a continuing journey with Jesus.
Start! is helpful in that it is brief, both in terms of the total number of sessions and the length of each session. Within a session, each component is never more than 10-12 minutes. However, six weeks is a short time in which to move participants from exploration to commitment. At least one church has chosen to amend the later sessions in favour of a more open conclusion.
The video interviews people from different backgrounds, which helps a wide range of people to relate to the material. The video is not the most sophisticated, but it makes an interesting attempt to use different images to describe spiritual concepts. The Stepney churches that have tried Start! have found it a helpful stepping stone. 
Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Mary Magdalene and St David (Jonathan Rust)

St Mary, Upper Holloway

St Michael and All Angels, London Fields (Sr Janet SSM).
5. Essence: Exploring Spirituality

‘This course is not designed to tell the whole Christian story, or necessarily to lead people to a point of Christian commitment. Our hope is, however, that Essence will stimulate many who take part to begin to explore Christian spirituality. It should be seen as the first stage of a journey to a fulfilling and enriching way of life, not its final destination.’

This course taps into popular current spirituality. Its style is laid back and unthreatening, but active. The emphasis on local responsibility is illustrated by the warning: ‘Local leaders are responsible for the implementation, safety and welfare of their group sessions.’

There are six sessions, each lasting one and a half to two hours – including chatting and chilling out. Ideally they will not take place in the church. The setting and style should be easy and informal. It is recommended that there should be low lighting, comfortable low seating, and relaxing music. Although session leaders conduct the course, participants are divided into small groups of five or six (called sets). Each set has a leader, who is briefed before sessions.

Session 1:  The journey so far – Key concepts: bonding, belonging, community, touch, spiritual highs and lows

Session 2:  The journey within – Key concepts: identity, image, perception, affirmation
Session 3:  The journey to a better world – Key concepts:  a perfect creation, the eco-system, destruction, creator, stewardship, partnership

Session 4:  The journey to wholeness – Key concepts: body, mind, spirit, emotions, physical and mental pain

Session 5: The journey to spirituality – Key concepts: spirituality, religious experience, seeking God, types of prayer, coming into God’s presence

Session 6:  The journey to the future – Key concepts: hopes and dreams, the future, eternity.

Essence is a good beginning for people outside the church, but it can enrich the experience of established church people as well. Considerable preparation and some expense are required. Essence is published by CPAS, in the form of a detailed manual and companion CD.

Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

A number of Stepney churches have looked at Essence. The Upper Holloway Team has ‘a little’ experience.
6. New Step

New Step is Stepney Area’s home-grown course, developed to reflect the needs of local congregations. The course has both ‘nurture’ and ‘growth’ features. It is organised by the Area office, in response to requests from groups of churches. Parish clergy are relieved of an organisational burden, but they still need to support those taking part.

Groups meet once a week for two terms, and have two weekends away at Hoppers – so it is a bigger commitment than any of the other courses discussed in this report. Almost 200 Stepney people have completed the course in the past six years, and most are enthusiastic about it. It has proved successful in building confidence, inspiring deeper commitment and a greater engagement with the life of the church. 

The course consists of short modules led by local clergy and lay people. It is interactive and experientially based. The modules are: 

1. 
Us

2. 
Neighbourhood and church

3. 
Knowing God
4. 
The bible

5. 
Jesus

6. 
The church: one body, many parts

7. 
Sacraments

8. 
Prayer 

9. 
Issues of right and wrong for Christians

10. 
Being a Christian in a multi-faith society

- and four session topics chosen by the group.  

Time for feedback and reflection is built into the course.
Groups can include people who have been coming to church for years, and those who have recently been confirmed. It is not a course for newcomers. Mixing parishes makes for stimulating groups, and builds links between congregations. It has also been used ecumenically.

The course fee – currently £100 a head – mainly covers the two weekends away. 
Key Stepney Area churches to ask about this course:

St Paul, West Hackney (Niall Weir)

St James, Clapton (Rosemia Brown)

St Barnabas, Grove Road (Brian Ralph)

- or contact Irena Edgcumbe at the Stepney Area office. 

*
These are just a few of the courses on offer. Appendix 1 of this report lists some others used in the Stepney Area. 
For a more complete review, read Evangelism – which way now? by Mike Booker and Mark Ireland (Church House Publishing, 2003; ISBN 0715140752); an excellent introduction to a wide range of issues to do with evangelism and church growth. 
Booker and Ireland emphasise that home-grown courses are if anything even more effective than those taken ‘off the shelf’. At the very least, courses almost invariably need adapting; and some parishes ‘mix and match’ different materials. 
Another approach is to adapt books – for instance, Bishop Stephen Oliver’s latest book: Guiding Stars (SPCK, 2005; ISBN 0281057311). 
The only rule worth following is: If it works for you, do it.
3.  SOME STEPNEY EXPERIENCES
Stepney experiences have informed the course descriptions in Section 2. In this section we highlight some themes that have been identified by the review.
1. Some churches find ‘long’ courses difficult. Six weeks is for many an ideal length. This might give Start! or Essence an appeal for some, although they are not widely used.

2. The Alpha-style meal is not always welcomed in inner city contexts. But many churches speak of the value of providing at least simple refreshments.

3. Alpha is admired for its high profile. Its conference is seen as a good way to get started. Churches value the Alpha publicity support. 

4. Emmaus is liked for its flexibility. 

5. There is little evidence that people are taking the Emmaus Contact stage seriously. Yet although it is under-developed, it might enable a church to build its mission strategy. Like Start! it recognises that many people begin further back than the starting points of Alpha, Stage 2 Emmaus and Christianity Explored.

6. The perception of Alpha is that it is rigid, yet most parishes have adapted it – sometimes quite considerably. Some have been put off by the video material, but churches are encouraged to do their own presentations – which is often the best approach.

7. A high proportion of churches see both Alpha and Emmaus as ‘too wordy for our people’. This has also been a charge against Christianity Explored, even among its enthusiasts. This probably points – certainly in the case of Emmaus – to the need to devote more time and imagination to presentation. The Emmaus work sheets are also seen as too wordy for some congregations.

8. Certain Alpha publicity material that suggests that Stepney churches are populated by attractive, flirtatious, mostly white, upwardly mobile twenty-somethings is not always felt to be accurate! . . . or inclusive . . . 

9. Christianity Explored seems to have the most loyal following - primarily amongst evangelicals who want ‘more balance’ – meaning a more concentrated focus on the bible and less emphasis on the Holy Spirit. They value the unfolding of Mark’s gospel as a means of facilitating an encounter with Jesus.

10. Emmaus is felt to sit well with Anglican tradition, with an appropriate place given to the sacraments and to the church. Emmaus rouses no hostility, some admiration, but little deep affection – although this may reflect the personalities of the leaders (less inclined to enthusiasm than Alpha leaders?). Emmaus is sometimes felt to be hard work to run, as there are no short cuts.

11. Alpha draws some hostility for its theology: ‘Penal substitution is not a theory acceptable at St X’. (The same has been said of Start!). 

12. Handouts and course booklets are useful, especially after sessions when discussions have taken an unexpected course. However, they sometimes need to be adapted.

13. None of the courses devotes very much time to peace and justice issues.

4.  SOME INSIGHTS FROM THE QUESTIONNAIRE
Questionnaire responders were generally not specific about the number of participants who find or deepen their faith on courses. This may because this is a subjective assessment. Booker and Ireland’s Evangelism – which way now? quotes some percentages, based on a survey conducted in Lichfield Diocese in 1999. Interestingly, this survey suggests that Emmaus is as likely to be as effective as Alpha in bringing people to faith; while home-grown courses are apparently more successful than both. Consequently, Booker and Ireland stress the need for all courses to be locally adapted.

However, the Stepney questionnaire did gather some evidence about how parishes tend to use courses, and for what purpose.

1. MISSION AND EVANGELISM:

Alpha is the most popular course for outreach and evangelism. At least seven churches see this as Alpha’s primary role. They have developed systems for ongoing evangelism through Alpha, although most are willing to include fringe members as well as newcomers. One church has implied that it was wrong to bring core people onto an Alpha course. On the other hand, several speak of the value to core people of being involved in session delivery and management. All seven offer Alpha on a regular basis – one to three times a year. A few other churches intend to do this, but they need more participants and leaders. In one well-resourced church, Youth Alpha is used as an evangelistic tool among new young people. With sufficient numbers and resources, some other churches would do the same.
Christianity Explored is seen as a tool for evangelism by at least three churches. In one or two cases, churches have switched between Alpha and Christianity Explored, as part of their regular commitment to mission.
Start! has been identified by three churches as an accessible, short course for newcomers. One has used it four times so far, to move groups onto other materials. Another has since developed its own course and a local community approach. The third took issue with a significant part of the theology.  

2. THE NURTURE OF EXISTING CHURCH MEMBERS:

Alpha has been used for the nurture of existing church members by at least nine churches, Emmaus by at least seven churches, and Christianity Explored by at least one church. 
3.
CONFIRMATION PREPARATION:
In some parishes, preparation for confirmation is identified with evangelism, since some new people approach confirmation from a variety of motives – including entry to a church school.
Emmaus has been used for confirmation preparation by at least six churches, Youth Emmaus by at least six churches, Alpha by at least three churches, Youth Alpha by at least two churches, Christianity Explored by at least one church. Some churches have developed confirmation courses that double up as general nurture courses – eg the Upper Holloway Team and St Olave’s. 
4.
GROWTH:

As the questionnaire focused primarily on nurture courses, little information was gathered about growth courses such as Stage 3 Emmaus. It may be that churches are already developing these in new groups, house groups, and post Alpha pastorates. One church stated that it has tried Beta – unsuccessfully. Several churches have used Emmaus material post Alpha.  
5.
MIXED GROUPS AND FAITH DEVELOPMENT:
Courses have been run for a combination of purposes, often because it is difficult 
to get a large number of new people together. Most courses 
have run in this way at some point. Mixing is one way of training core people to help at a later stage. A mixed group can also help to bring in fringe members in an unthreatening way. Parishes have stated that mixed groups can simultaneously bring newcomers to faith and deepen the faith of committed Christians. 

However, there is also evidence that a mixed group is not always ideal.

Focussed nurture courses for church members – mainly heavily adapted Alpha courses in three catholic parishes across the three deaneries, but also home grown courses in other parishes – have had the most spectacular results in terms of deepening faith.

5.  SOME STEPNEY STORIES

This section has edited transcripts of interviews with course leaders from a variety of parishes. By speaking freely about their experiences, they give us another perspective on why courses are chosen and with what result.  
St Mark Tollington: Alpha (Peter Bellenger)

We started Alpha three years ago and have done it eight times so far, with either one or two groups each term.
We very much followed the recipe as it were. We trained a team up from the church who had a heart for it. We followed the format of food, talk and then small groups. We join in Holy Trinity Brompton’s weekend away, and offer people here the chance to go away.  For some people here going away is too expensive so we have offered bursaries, and we have also run a day in the church for those unable to go away at all. We have gone through the material in a day and followed it by ministry at the end.  

The Alpha material works really well. Everyone that has come on the course has said that the progression through the material has been at the right pace for them and that the weekend away or the day we do has been the highlight of the course. At Holloway Baptist Church last term I used the DVDs instead of live talks. There is a good dynamic about watching the talk and then talking about it rather than me giving the talk and being part of a group facilitating the discussion. I think the DVDs are great because Nicky Gumble has got fantastic illustrations and a great anointing to them. People who you think would not be concentrating on a 35 minute talk are absolutely transfixed and think they are fantastic.

Most of the people doing the courses have seen advertising, seen the banner or posters and have just popped in, but what works best is when somebody has personally invited them and brought them themselves. It does work for people who are dropping in but you are just starting a bit further back.
We found we needed to incubate Alpha by just doing it over and over again, and running it with quite small groups until the congregation got a level of confidence in what was going on and could bring their friends along. We are still in the process of getting more and more people involved. We are also thinking of a daytime Alpha to get some of the mums who maybe can’t come along of an evening. It’s a long term thing and you have to just keep going.  

It is time intensive because you have got to get going well before the course in terms of publicising it, in terms of training the team and just building up enthusiasm. We run it on a Wednesday and most of the day is getting things set up and organised, and praying for it. You can’t just rock up and go for it, with a few minutes of prayer before it

Make things easier for yourself by using the DVD talks for the first couple of times.   Finding the right sort of fellowship is important, what kind of food and how we do it. People say that Alpha has come from a middle class context and the illustrations are not for us, yet the group at the Baptist Church drop in centre was mainly homeless people or people who are unemployed who loved the talks. We need to give it a go and that doesn’t mean we can’t use our own illustrations or put things in our own way.  
St Thomas Clapton: Emmaus (Marjorie Brown) 

We started a group as an adult confirmation group and also to reach out to people who were interesting in finding out more. It was a strong suggestion from The London Challenge to use Emmaus. I had used it in a previous parish too. The people on the course all decided to be confirmed and they all seemed to enjoy the course

It would have been nice to have had a bigger group. If the numbers are not half a dozen or so I think it can be a little bit more difficult to make people speak up. It helps with numbers to get people to come along as sponsors. This increases participation and deepens the discussion. It then feels like an accompanied journey and that’s the basis of the Emmaus course. It can feel like a confirmation class if you don’t have sponsors alongside so I recommend making it a parish initiative and get people involved, not just the candidates or enquirers.

Emmaus gave us a lot of material to start us off, including discussion points and introductory exercises. It also left a fair bit of scope for us to add what we wanted to say about the Church of England or our particular parish. It also didn’t involve too much reading so it worked well for a parish where reading isn’t the easiest way into learning. It was a very easy course to run.

St Augustine Highbury: Christianity Explored (Clive Main) 

At St Augustine’s we run a Christianity Explored course once a year in the autumn. It has been running five years. We have also used Emmaus and Alpha. We switched to  Christianity Explored from Alpha partly because I was bored (after doing Alpha seven times) but also because there were weaknesses with Alpha, and Christianity Explored had strengths which met those weaknesses.

In many ways the courses are similar but Alpha tried to cover too much in too little time.  Christianity Explored does less, but takes more time. It takes the participants through Mark’s gospel. Christianity Explored is stronger on man’s sinfulness, God’s grace and the cost of discipleship so it doesn’t dilute. The first six weeks spell out all those things with the cost more toward the end, whereas Alpha tries to bring you to conversion by week three and then it takes you onto what it means to be a Christian disciple. I felt that this was a weakness and I wasn’t happy with some of the theological emphasis of Alpha, so we adapted that slightly.  

There is a course book. After the first week there is a bit of homework. Each week they are asked to read two or three chapters of Mark and have a go at some questions. The following week they go straight into small groups and go through the homework, have time to ask questions, puzzle out things they were not sure about. Then there is a talk, so by then you have warmed up, and it has also been engaging them and they are not just passively listening to it all. After that comes discussion based around the talk. A day or weekend away are recommended but we have only ever managed half a day away, which is always valuable.  

Like Alpha, the course recommends having a meal together. We don’t, as we don’t feel like we live in that sort of culture. The way we do it is we have a little bit of chat time as people arrive and have coffee then, and we had a Christmas social which they came to which was fun, but you just have to adapt it to what suits you.

All these courses are useful tools and they are just tools. Emmaus had the merits of taking about six weeks, Alpha is a ten week course and for some people that’s quite a commitment – I think six weeks can sound more manageable. Christianity Explored is billed as being Part One and Part Two – Part One is six weeks which is really Mark’s gospel, and then if you’ve got the bug by week six you carry on for another four weeks and basically learn what it is to be a Christian. Emmaus had that as well, it is a little bit more open and more suitable for the whole breadth of churchmanship, it covers the same sort of areas but you don’t have the in-depth study of the gospel, but I found it worked perfectly well.

Having used all three I now choose Christianity Explored. Alpha is such a well known course with so much publicity and you have all these websites where people can find their local outlet, so I wondered whether we should be tapping into that but in my experience people come on an Alpha course or a Christianity Explored course mainly because of an invitation not because of publicity so I don’t have too much grief over that. Alpha always starts with worship. Christianity Explored has greater integrity and says ‘you are here and there is no embarrassment factor, we are not assuming anything from you. We are not going to make you sing, pray, read the bible out loud. We are just going to explore together.’ 

This year’s group is the largest so far. There are seven and they are very mixed ethnically. One came because they got a leaflet, one came because they had seen it on our website, three or four came to church occasionally and heard about it, I spoke to one or two people about it, so it’s a mixture really. Six have kept going and are now doing the sequel to the course called Discipleship Explored based on Philippians.  

None have definitely become a Christian through the course. Some would be quite clear that they are only exploring and are not Christians, some would say that they are Christian. I don’t get too bothered if they don’t come to a clear faith during the course. The more I go on the more I realise that it is a journey and there are different stages and if they have a hunger to keep going then that’s a sign that God is at work in them. If there was not a follow up group I would suggest they went to a home group, but that is quite a leap for someone who has just got started. They need to be nurtured quite carefully.

Running a course is a good training opportunity for co-leaders. This one requires more of your co-leader because they will be taking people through their homework and the bible study group. They may not give the talks, but they are having to work harder and they benefit enormously.  

Emmaus works very well in a group of just four or five. The leader opens up various areas and then guides discussion through it. Christianity Explored and Alpha have a formal talk and in a small group that can feel slightly awkward. It works better to talk sitting in a circle and interact a bit so it’s not so formal. Christianity Explored also has a variation which can be used in a one to one capacity as well.

One of the keys to success is definitely the friendship in the group – once they have got over the threshold and discovered that the group is fun and people are non-threatening. 

St David Holloway: Start! (Jonathan Rust)
We had been running Alpha courses in our parish for some years, and with some good, positive results. But some people found the commitment to 10-12 consecutive weekly meetings too difficult. Even though they were enjoying the course, and wanted to be there, things like childcare issues, working shifts, or just living 'messy' lives all contributed, and if they had missed three or four sessions, people often felt that they had missed too much, and then dropped out of the rest of the course. We looked for something a bit more accessible and that would require a bit less of a commitment time-wise.
We decided to try [Start!], and our pilot course worked well. We have since run two or three more, again successfully. Nearly everyone who started the course completed it. It probably helped that we began our sessions with a meal, which helped build friendships and a sense of belonging together. We then went straight into the session - always expecting to be finished within an hour. There were lively discussions in all our groups; the video clips and group exercises seem to be very good at getting people talking. 

Several people have really deepened in their understanding of their faith, and interestingly, most have then gone on to do an Alpha course later. After completing Start! they have really wanted to get deeper into things. And having done a five week course perhaps makes people appreciate that a ten week course is not radically different, and that helps them stick at it - especially if they are there with friends who they got to know during the Start! course, and who can support each other.
In summary, it is a good, straightforward course, particularly appropriate for people who are not used to concentrating on listening to one person speak for half an hour. It does leave some significant issues unexplored, but doesn't attempt to deny or disguise that. It makes an excellent early part of the route for the journey of people very new to faith or who just want to know more about what Christians believe.
St Michael and All Angels London Fields: Start! (Alan Everett and Sr Janet Buchan)

The church had reached a point in terms of its growth when we needed to do something about building groups within the church, which would then attract and reach out to people. There has also been a demand from people for more courses, and a desire to learn, and some of those people feel that if they were more confident they would be better missionaries.

We chose Start! because of its simplicity. It’s six weeks, very simple, very pacey. Start! markets itself as being less intellectually demanding than some other courses, so it seemed more accessible for people without a vast amount of education. It is up to date; the supporting material is quite dynamic in its presentation. The presenters were a white male and a black female - quite important for our congregation. 
The videos worked very well at the beginning. They were interesting, with encounters with people in shopping centres, and there was a certain life about them. But our more educated and articulate group members found them really irritating, although the others enjoyed them.  

The sessions are well put together, but there is much too much material for one hour. You’ve got to edit. It’s not too difficult to do. But three minutes for discussion, particularly with people who aren’t used to debating, doesn’t allow enough time to think.
The first three sessions are great, they are very exploratory. You then get very heavily into a particular understanding of sin and the crucifixion. The last session is very explicitly about becoming a Christian. With people who start from scratch it’s a very rapid transition in six weeks! Is it really necessary to clinch the deal in six weeks? Is that desirable or achievable? It did feel like the pressure was on and that it might be more desirable not to rush it.  

The key thing was the amount of time that Sr Janet put into meeting people beforehand and talking about it, and then following up in a non-threatening way. Out of this we now have follow-on courses running for people who attended the Start! course and others. Some of them also have the potential to be future course helpers.  
St Barnabas Bethnal Green and All Hallows Bow (Bow Group): DIY courses (Brian Ralph and Martin Webb) 

B. We had some people who are very new to faith in every repect who came to St Barnabas as their social life and social club which was fantastic, but they were very raw and we had to look at getting people confirmed and starting from a grass roots level. I looked at many of the courses and we decided at the end of the day to do our own so that it reflected the community that we are a part of, the demographics of where we live and the interfaith aspect of where we are and where our Christian journey leads us on from there. The important thing within our community of the Bow group has been New Step –  formerly Step by Step – because a number of our people have done that course and got a lot from it. They met new friends which has been an important catalyst for building up friendships across the group. People a few years down the line still meet together socially as well from our congregations.

M. Our congregation tends to be either inpatients or outpatients of St Clements hospital, or people with learning difficulties, or people who are unwaged and at the lower end of social privilege so none of the published courses met our needs, including the vicar’s! We needed to set up our own look at the Christian faith because so little was known about it in our group. We decided as a PCC that we would at least work with groups during Lent and Advent. We decided that our particular congregation would find it difficult to sustain more than three weeks in a row, and we decided that we would design it around the central food time so we could share a meal together, so we would only have about 20 – 40 minutes of work at the beginning, then a meal and then a brief service in the church in candlelight to finish it off, so they were very brief sessions. We have tended to invite people to come and talk to us. I think the most productive was when Karen, the Chaplain at St Clement’s came and worked with us. We looked at mental health needs and we came up with some fascinating policies for our church, one of which is that ‘there is no us and them, the mentally sound and unsound, we are all us’. We have done other courses through Lent and Advent, always with food and ending with a service.

B. We have a growing middle class, quite wealthy, quite intellectual people and we also have people on the other end of the spectrum, and trying to put together a course which everybody can be part of and everybody can have their say is very difficult. We did one last year where we used one of Harry Williams’ books which was I think a bit too much for some but very good for others and it is about striking a balance. I have looked again at the Emmaus material and also looked briefly at Alpha and they will not work here. It has to be a contextual piece of work.  

M.  I don’t think that we set out with expectations at the beginning. It was more ‘let’s journey and see where we get to’. I’m well aware of working with targets and goals and expectations but I don’t think they actually fitted this type of course. People got a lot out of it, particularly out of sharing with other people, not in a worship context where you are focused towards the altar or the cross, but at the time where it was social. The food was good. I made sure it was very good quality! Because Christianity has a meal at its heart, the idea of a family sitting down to eat together is full of spiritual context. We think of that icon of Father, Son and Holy Spirit in a circle around the table with the cup in the centre: you’ve got the idea of community, the idea of mutual regard, the idea of sharing and of being included. The worship at the end was also very well appreciated.

B. The problem that we had from time to time was the reluctance from someone that I knew had a lot to say – to try and get them to speak, but I think it depends on who’s leading it. We use the New Step model of shared leadership so the great thing is that we have different people leading different units rather than having the vicar doing it all.  Shared leadership is great and very helpful. No major problems really, it’s just allowing people to be themselves.

M. We are a very small congregation, and it is not a big enough group to sustain this kind of work so we need to work with another church. But we find that difficult because people don’t want to travel, even half a mile down the road. 

B. I think it was also similar with us…It got people to look at their journey, where they had come from and where they might want to go. It got people talking together. I think the greatest thing was that they got to acknowledge the fact that where they were was right for them at this particular time. The way we ran it was that we gave everybody the time and the voice and the right to express their opinions and this was a fantastic way of saying to each other that we are all in this together and there is no ‘us and them’.

M. Interestingly, the biggest difficulty we had was when we advertised what we were doing widely and we got several people coming from distant churches and they were actually disruptive because they didn’t fit in with our congregation or our context, were probably coming with axes to grind so maybe we won’t do that in the future!

B. I would not be prescriptive at all. I would be as open ended as possible. You would need to have the bare bones of where you want to go but keep it open. It’s good to cut it down into blocks of maybe four weeks, and they come back and do another four weeks.  Contextualise it to where you are. This enables people to take it out to the rest of their lives. Be honest and open and be prepared to let it go where it wants to go.

6.  SOME THINGS TO THINK ABOUT
This section draws together insights from a variety of sources, as a checklist of ‘things to think about’ when running nurture courses.

Think about . . . your aims

When setting up a course, it vitally important to be clear 

· why you are running it 
· who is your primary target group

· how you are seeking to address their needs, and 

· how you will show them ongoing commitment at the end of the course.

Think about . . . strategy
It may be stating the obvious, but running courses requires hard work and commitment. Don’t run a course because you feel you are ticking a box expected by the diocese. It’s generally believed that courses must be run for at least three years before they start to have an impact on a church’s mission and education strategy. 
To be effective, courses must be a long term feature of your parish Mission Action Plan. Resources – both people and money – have to be allocated, in the full knowledge that they are being given priority over other initiatives. The PCC and other leadership groups do not all have to be directly involved in running courses, but have they do have to be genuinely supportive – not least by praying for participants and leaders. A team approach is the only approach for a long-term parish education strategy.
Think about . . . sustainability
Never underestimate how much effective courses cost – in time, energy and sometimes, money. Is ten weeks plus a realistic course length? Bearing in mind other commitments and the venue, what is the best time of year to run courses? You will want to capitalise on your initial investment; can you envisage a sustainable annual pattern?  
Think about . . . course material
Don’t automatically choose the course from your church tradition. Look for a teaching and learning style that fits your parish. Think about mixing and matching material. Think about adapting. Speak to other parishes. Get an honest opinion about the courses – and some good tips. Take part in a course run at another church.
Think about . . . publicity
Personal invitations always work best – whether in the congregation or the community. But maximise other publicity opportunities as well. Give a generous lead-in time. Decide your deadline in advance, and be clear about whether you will accept late-comers.
Think about . . . the group dynamic
Make sure that the learning environment is comfortable and accessible. People can’t learn if they are cold or uncomfortable. An Alpha-style supper may not be appropriate or possible, but the room has to be welcoming; and some form of refreshment is always appreciated. Toilets must be close by.
Decide how large or small the group can afford to be. A large group will need to be able to break into smaller groups – is there the space for this? A small group may become unviable if members drop out. What will you do if this happens?

It may be a good idea to infill an enquirers/newcomers group with some mature Christians. But how will you ensure ‘tender’ newcomers are not swamped in discussion, and driven away?  (Part of the answer to this and other group dynamic issues is to have group ‘rules’ – see Appendix 2).
Think about . . . style and delivery 

Set a good pace and be clear about the learning objectives for each session, but allow for the occasional diversion into topics of real interest to the group. Be aware of everyone’s learning needs, and not just the most dominant. 
Be open to new ideas. Be genuinely interested in the group. Rigidity and a desire to impose the ‘right’ answer at all costs are counter-productive. Never dodge hard questions.

After a complex discussion, you may feel you have achieved nothing, but unresolved issues may be the catalyst for a more focussed session the following week. It is useful at least to summarise the key questions provoked by discussion, even if there are no obvious answers. You can also refer the group to relevant course material.
Be discriminating about the course material. You may not be able to use all the resources at every session. A flexible approach that allows for spontaneous adaptation as the course develops usually ensures that the important bases are covered.
Group skills are crucial for leading nurture courses. For most people ‘believing’ comes after ‘belonging’, and not before. A group that bonds – even though its members are at different faith stages – opens up new possibilities for everyone. But in order to affect a life-change, leaders must engage others in open and honest discussions about fundamental issues of life and faith. 

Think about . . . reflection between sessions
Does the course suggest this? It is essential that expectations are clarified before beginning, so that people are prepared for the commitment. Work which prepares for the next session is generally the more popular, as group members usually feel that have ‘done’ the previous week’s topic.

 Think about . . . relevance

Nurture courses must always be relevant and enjoyable or people won’t find them useful, and may very well drop out. This point was made again and again in the survey. ‘Stress informality - not classes!’ (All Saints Poplar).

Think about . . . the next step for ‘completers’
Some churches have referred to the difficulty of integrating completers into the main body of the church after a course is finished.  

One solution is to help them to meet together in ongoing ‘pastorates’ or house groups, while being built into Sunday church. Some more established people may join the group at this point – or the group may merge with a similar church group. 
Another approach is to help them onto another course or into a parish task or activity.
Think about . . . team development
Churches with a deep commitment to mission and education stress that there needs to be on ongoing commitment to courses. People from one course frequently help to recruit and work with those on the next. The courses then become a way of life as well as a strategy for growth. 
However, many Stepney churches have found this difficult. They simply do not have the human and/or financial resources.  
An effective programme of courses almost certainly needs a team of committed and credible people to deliver them. Think about how you might build a team of teachers, leaders and helpers of all kinds (refreshments/welcome etc); and what they will need to be resourced in their ministry. Ultimately, there will probably be an overall team leader, who will need a job description that includes at least these elements: 

· the induction and training of other teachers and helpers

· quality control

· decisions about course programmes
· liaison with the PCC, and involvement in wider strategy issues.
Think about  . . . how the Area might help you
Would you like the Area to work on a package of adult education training particularly related to: 

· starting courses

· building an adult education strategy

· building a team of course leaders and helpers? 
Would an Area supported system of mentoring from more resourced and experienced churches be helpful? 
Would you like the Area to provide you with publicity material that you could adapt (a poster or banner)?

If so, contact the Area office.
Think about . . . prayer
How will you ensure that the whole enterprise is steeped in a prayerful, loving concern for everyone – leaders, helpers and participants? 

APPENDIX 1

STEPNEY SURVEY 2006

We have collated some of the data numerically. It must be remembered that this is only a snapshot in time and that the numbers are small. Please note that the table below only takes account of responses prior to 14th March 2006. Subsequent responses modified the results; and the final total response figure was higher than 38. 
Methodology

Information was obtained by questionnaire, email and interview – face to face or by telephone – with a member of the review group. The parish contact was a clergy person, usually the incumbent. The intention was to contact all churches that were known to have completed courses, and a sample of those that had not.

The data was then analysed by Area staff and discussed by the review group. Where there were questions outstanding – or more information was sought – members of the review group followed this up.

Because clergy sometimes seemed reluctant or unable to answer some questions in detail – especially when this involved trying to relate subjective assessment to hard data – the review group decided to supplement the survey with case studies of a small but varied group of parishes across the three deaneries (see Section 5 above).

QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES
14th March 2006

RESPONSES 






Returned questionnaires
Total responses









(including emails and 









interviews)
Hackney




3



8

Islington




7



18

Tower Hamlets



9



12

Total





19



38

Also, general responses from


Queen Mary’s College Chaplaincy


Bishop’s Chaplain to Docklands
COURSES USED



Strong

  Moderate
 Will use       Tried it and  Wouldn’t 
  

commitment
commitment  occasionally    rejected it     consider   

with 


       it

modifications
Alpha



5

1

4
    3

1

Youth Alpha


2

-

-
    -

-

Junior Catholic Alpha

1

-

-
     -

-

Emmaus


1

1

3
      1

1

Youth Emmaus 

1

1

Christianity Explored

4

-

-
      -

-

Start



1

-

1
      - 

-

Other courses

Just 10 (J John)


1

This is Our Faith


2

Lifeline Faith Confirmed

1

Vive Jesu et Maria


1

New Beginnings


1

Beta




1

‘Redemptorist Material’

1

X  Factor



1

Own Courses



5

It’ll never work here!


1 + 1  (For children only)

APPENDIX 2

EXAMPLE GROUP RULES

It is good practice to begin each course by agreeing group rules – which are then prominently displayed at each session. Ideally, the group draws these up itself, but if time is short a leader could come prepared with rules and ask the group to validate them. 
For example:
We agree that …
· everyone will have the opportunity to speak

· each person can choose whether or not to speak and how much to share
· we will respect the confidentiality of personal information
· we will try not to interrupt each other
· we will show respect for others’ ideas and beliefs

· we will begin and end on time

· we will feel free to ask for an explanation of religious jargon.
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