Getting started with Senior Alpha in Sheltered Accommodation
Written by: Rosemary Evans 
Senior Alpha Administrator at Holmhurst Court, Sheltered Housing Complex, Wimbledon 

For reaching others in this living situation I suggest that church congregations could be asked if they have a friend/relative living in sheltered accommodation and use that as an opener.  
I am now actively approaching various scheme managers of such complexes and asking if I can go in and give a little talk on Alpha to tenants at one of their coffee mornings and see if there is any interest.

Group held weekly in communal lounge on a Thursday afternoon from 3.00pm - 4.30 pm.

Participants 
· All residents of Holmhurst, average age, late 70’s/80’s.  Youngest 65 (who left!) oldest 93 who stayed!  
· The Leaders and Helpers were a mix of residents and non-residents and from a variety of local churches and denominations. 
· As the Alpha guests are all residents, even if they leave during the course (some found the discussions too personal and challenging) the conversations started at Senior Alpha continue!
Format: 
· Tea/Coffee served at 3.00 – approx 3.15 to allow for settling and “chat”

· Welcome/introduction by Leader, after lst week linking in with previous session and commenting on any events that had occurred during the week which may be relevant, i.e. sickness or deaths.
· Express DVD then shown, talks lasting approx 20 mins.

· Split into two groups for discussion (kept in same groups for duration of the course)   
· Aimed to finish discussion about 4.15 and then rejoin to big group for ‘proper’ tea, i.e. sandwiches, cakes, biscuits, etc.

· Discussion often continued during tea, but more relaxed and guests departed at a time to suit themselves.                                             

Literature 
· Alpha material – Leaders Manual good with useful simple discussion points.  However as the groups were more than willing to talk, it was often enough to ask “what did you think of the talk” for a discussion to open up. Guest manuals not used as these seemed to be a little too complicated for the majority of the group.  However many took them away and have kept them. 
· Large print Bibles were taken up, although these are really quite heavy for old, arthritic hands!

· Copies of Large Print “Why Jesus” were well received, especially by one lady who spoke movingly about finally understanding what Christ did for her after reading the leaflet.

· Small, brightly coloured notebooks were given out as “prayer diaries” and guests encouraged to write down their prayers and keep a note of what is happening.

· One of the helpers provided a set of 7 little booklets for each guest from a series entitled “Knowing God Better” from the Catholic Café Resource publications.

Additional Activities

· ‘Holy Spirit or Alpha Weekend’ not possible but booked a country location restaurant for nice lunch and then moved into a pre-booked room. (9 guests attended with 6 helpers who were required in terms of mobility assistance, etc.)
·  Watched the Alpha weekend introduction video. 
· Maundy Thursday – An Easter Reflection.  After the afternoon session of “Does God Heal Today” all Holmhurst residents were invited to an evening gathering, hosted by Vineyard House Group.  Wine and hot cross buns were served, and these were used to explain the happenings of the Last Supper.  The story of Easter from Good Friday to Easter Sunday was then told through simple narrative and hymns/songs, some congregational.  There was a power point backdrop of suitable ‘mood’ scenes to enhance the proceedings.  Afterwards people were invited to ask for prayer if they wished and some responded.  In addition one resident who was too ill to attend asked if someone could go to her room to pray with her.
· After Alpha - After the final Alpha session, whilst discussing how to continue as a group it was decided that we had looked at the Bible together, we had prayed together, but we hadn’t worshipped together!  So all guests have chosen a favourite hymn for a session to be held in June by Vineyard members.  Guests will be encouraged to say why it is their favourite, and there will be an opportunity to look at the words to see what they are saying.
General Comments
· Discussion groups – Everyone was encouraged to participate with an opinion.  After a couple of sessions it became apparent who had a stronger Christian background as they were anxious to put over their points of view, so had to be gently reined in to allow others to speak.  On the more personal discussions, i.e. healing, suffering, etc. many guests were glad of the safe environment to enable them to share their experiences, which, because of age and previous lifestyles were sometimes quite harrowing.
· Evidence of commitment – Along the way the group had grown very close and caring and were quite at ease with starting with a prayer and three quarters way through, were happy to pray for each other in small groups.  All had told friends/relatives that they were doing the course.  Two who were already Christians had had their faith deepened and one lady, a churchgoer, came into a full understanding of what being a Christian was all about.  At the start all guests maintained they were Christians because they were English and had, in the main, attended Sunday school in their youth, but by the end there was a realisation that something more was required.  

· Ongoing – The group were sad to see the course finished and expressed a desire to go on meeting.  As previously mentioned a Songs of Praise meeting is being arranged and then in the autumn there is enough interest for some form of Bible Study to take place.  Because many of the guests found it difficult to get to a church building, there was also a request that perhaps a service could take place on alternate months.  We finally agreed that we were the Holmhurst Church Fellowship!

