Getting started with Senior Alpha in a Residential Home setting
Written by: Peter Diack, Senior Alpha Adviser in West Sussex
Here are some guidelines, which may help you to get started, that are based on practical experience. If you encounter difficulties, don’t hesitate to contact the Senior Alpha office where you can be referred to someone who may be able to help.

The Senior Alpha Course is one of the most exciting courses available to help all who are over 70 years of age and living in some type of controlled residential care accommodation.  It is possible with the guidance of the Holy Spirit to bring someone to faith in Jesus Christ and to encourage others to grow and develop in their personal faith.
It enables all guests to be familiarised with the basic truths of the Christian faith, (whilst they are together and) up to a similar level of understanding. This is because of the informal opportunity to discuss together openly, and ask questions. It brings a refreshing experience to all, particularly where some have been worshippers in different denominations over many years. Many struggle with the inability to get to church now and this tends to create a false sense of guilt. This can be resolved now by the provision of services and learning through fellowship, all within the Home.

The Senior Alpha Leaders’ Training manual together with the Guest manual are the perfect tools to teach from, together with the Alpha Express DVD set. Sometimes, it may be beneficial to teach the course yourself using the materials.  If residents are used to watching TV frequently, the DVD method may be a disincentive.

In the first instance, it is very important to develop good relationships with the management of the Home. They have a responsibility under the Care Homes for Older People (National minimum standards) document published by the Commission for Social Care Inspection 2002 to meet the cultural and spiritual needs of every resident. They are equally concerned that residents are not put under undue pressure from visiting groups. It is helpful to keep Managers in the picture at all times by showing them the materials being used and by asking permission before circulating residents with invitations to events. By being courteous in this way, they will very likely keep you informed of residents’ movements and their particular spiritual needs. For example, one Administrator recently suggested that the Senior Alpha course should be considered as important as any other activity provided on a regular basis. It could be run at least once a year to meet the needs of the new residents coming to live at the Home. All events may then be publicised on the main notice boards of the Home and this can be a helpful advertisement to families visiting the Home, who are planning to place prospective relatives in their care. It is also helpful to show appreciation for the carers who are responsible for bringing residents to the meeting each week, as we are dependant on their goodwill and co-operation.

The Senior Alpha course is best set up on a regular day, time and place and the session may run up to a maximum of one hour. Mornings seem to be best for older people because concentration is easier. A written invitation should be sent to every resident. During the course of the session, residents may be invited to share their thoughts, as this can be helpful in certain cases. The ability to retain information is limited and so some like to share as and when their memory is prompted. The regular meeting can be conducted over coffee and biscuits rather than a meal. Be prepared to start with small numbers and encourage fellowship to develop within the group. 
Residents within Homes have a tendency to keep themselves to themselves and need encouragement to participate because they have not been used to sharing their faith openly in the past. 

It is helpful to invite participants to respond to a prayer of commitment to Jesus, at various times throughout the course. When it is finished, do ask what the group would like to do next. They will have met together regularly for many weeks and it is a good opportunity to foster the fellowship with a further opportunity of learning from the Bible.  Where participants unfortunately die or leave the Home, others will come along to join up and they need a warm welcome and a clear explanation of just what is going on. 

Be on the lookout for others in the church family with a passion for the evangelisation of the older generation and consider asking your minister to set you apart as the leader. This invaluable work for the Lord should be surrounded with prayer along with the other activities in the Church’s calendar. It is important to develop a team of volunteers over a period of time who sense a real call to this ministry. They will need to be willing to visit residents regularly during the week as a valuable extension of the work being done. They will likely be required to possess a CRB ENHANCED DISCLOSURE FORM. It is very helpful to wear a name badge issued by your church so that everyone gets to know just who you are. This will enable volunteers to move about freely amongst the residents and please make every effort to remember them by name. This makes them feel important and appreciated.  It is helpful if a volunteer visitor calls on the same people allocated to their care as this develops real relationships of trust and friendship.  This activity then becomes an extension of the pastoral visiting that may have taken place in the past by the clergy, when they were usually visiting the Home, to conduct a service.

This is a significant ministry to a generation of people who have lived rich and varied lives and have contributed much in their past. However, they are now dependant on the kindness and interest of families, friends and carers who do not always understand their predicament. Even though some may have attended Sunday school as children, they may not have moved on from those days. Some are unlikely to enjoy a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as their friend and Saviour and lack assurance for the closing days of their lives when they are faced with many new problems and difficulties. 

Peter Diack.

