GETTING STARTED WITH THE FOLLOW-UP TO SENIOR ALPHA IN A RESIDENTIAL / NURSING HOME SETTING.

Written by: Peter Diack, Senior Alpha Adviser in West Sussex
During this last Autumn / Winter period, members of my team and I have been very encouraged by using the Senior Alpha Course to good effect. 

By way of introduction, I have run the Senior Alpha course in the past on an ad hoc basis, in four of the seven residential homes in which I have weekly access to operate. This has been since the introduction of the course in 2005 and I have had mixed results with residents who are generally over eighty years of age. In twos and threes, limited numbers have come to faith and trust in Jesus Christ.
In September 2008, I started the course again in three of these homes with the assistance of one or two friends. We made good use of the Alpha publicity material on their residents’ notice boards, by using the excellent posters, in conjunction with our own.  A written invitation to join the Course was sent to each resident. One course met at 11.30am on Tuesdays, one at 11.00am and one at 3.00pm on Wednesdays, all for the period of an hour. We met for fifteen weeks, allowing for a short break at Christmas.   
When the courses were drawing to a close, we gave each group of residents a personal opportunity to respond to Jesus Christ, using the prayer in “Why Jesus” and some did so.  They signed and dated a large print copy which we presented to them, for each of them to keep.   Four residents made a response in the first group. Fourteen made a response in the second group and five in the third group. It is a sober thought that three of those who responded in the second group, have died in the short time since that event.   I am fully aware that some who took this step of faith will have made it a recommitment to Christ, endorsing what they had done many years ago under different circumstances.  This period of activity amongst this age group, has been a great encouragement to us and to the church as a whole.

Now each group of residents are happy to continue meeting each week at the same time and place with the full approval of the management and staff. Some can even be persuaded to lead in prayer and read the Bible passage at the beginning of the meeting which is something they would never have done in the past.
The Management are quite content to see this weekly event as part of the Homes’ activities programme. When residents move away or die, some new residents are happy to be introduced and take their place in the group. We have also found that residents who did not relate to one another previously, are much more relaxed in conversation together now. 

We are now faced with the legitimate responsibility of providing a suitable long term programme of follow–up for this age group. We have tried various experiments and have discovered that “Encounters with Jesus” have been helpful. We have drawn incidents from a “Harmony of the Gospels” that is available in the N.I.V. Life Application Bible. This provides a series of 250 events in the life of Jesus Christ. In addition, there are sections headed “The Parables of Jesus”, “Jesus’ Miracles” and “Messianic Prophecies and Fulfilments” which can be used as well. I have also found the” Harmony of the Gospels” available on www.LifeofChrist.com.  Needless to say that other sections of the Bible can be used, such as a course on the Psalms.
The Life Worth Living course of nine sessions may well be suitable at the beginning of the follow–up process where residents are more alert and able to discuss at greater length perhaps, such as in sheltered accommodation.
I believe that many elderly residents have been stimulated to think about God again and their faith in him or lack of it. They realise that it is now possible to enjoy a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. This is clearly as a result of going through the Senior Alpha Course.  Many may have a distorted view of God because of their relationship with their own fathers in the difficult circumstances of the past.  During the War years, fathers were often absent from home for years at a time whilst serving in the forces. When they returned home, they were strangers to their children. I believe that many are keen to unravel a confused picture and move on to discover just what God is really like. I believe that we must point them to the person, character and nature of Jesus Christ himself so that they experience his love, compassion, forgiveness and gift of salvation for themselves. 
Some residents will be encouraged to grow and develop in their personal faith so as to cope more effectively with the rigours of living within a community and facing deterioration in their health and mobility. We have seen some struggling with depression, come through to a place where they experience God’s love and power at work in their lives again. 
If we may be keen to embark on this ministry to the elderly generation in residential care and do not know where to start, I have found the County Care Guide 2008 /9 to be most useful. It is freely available in your local library and gives a complete breakdown of all homes in the County and the type of care that is on offer.
I offer these observations based on our own limited experience in the hope that we may learn more together as we develop the outreach to these special people who deserve to hear the Good News of Jesus Christ before they die.
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